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rpO the beloved and deplored memory of ner who was the 
inspire**, and in part the author, cf all that is best in my 
writings — the friend and wife whose exalted sense of truth 
and right, was my strongest incitement, and whose approbation 
was my chief reward — I dedicate this volume. Like all that I 
have written for many years, it belongs as much to her as to me ; 
but the work as it stands has had, in a very insufficient degree, 
the inestimable advantage of her revision; some of the most 
important portions having been reserved for a more careful re- 
examination, which they are now never destined to receive. 
Were I but capable of interpreting to the world one half the 
great thoughts and noble feelings which are buried in her grave, 

I should be the medium of a greater benefit to it, than is ever 

♦ 

likely to arise from anything that I can write, unprompted and 
unassisted by her all but unrivalled wisdom. 
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UJ\ LIBEETY. 


CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTORY. 


The subject of this Essay is not the 
no-called Liberty of the Will, so un- 
fortunately opposed to the misnamed 
doctrine of Philosophical Necessity; 
but Civil, or Social Liberty : the nature 
and limits of the power which can be 
legitimately exercised by society over 
the individual. A question seldom 
stated, and hardly ever discussed, in 
general terms, but which profoundly 
influences the practical controversies of 
the age by its latent presence, and is 
likely soon to make itself recognised as 
the vital question of the future. It is 
so^far from being new, that, in a cer- 
tain sense, it has divided mankind, 
almost from the remotest ages ; but in 
the stage of progress into which the 
more civilized portions of the species 
have now entered, it presents itself un- 
der new conditions, and requires a diffe- 
rent and more fundamental treatment. 

The struggle between Liberty and 
Authority is the most conspicuous 
feature in the portions of history with 
which we are earliest familiar, particu- 
larly in that of Greece, Rome, and 
England. But in old times this con- 
test was between subjects, or some 
classes of subjects, and the Govern- 
ment. By liberty, was meant protec- 
| tion against the tyranny of the political 
I rulers. The rulers were conceived 
(except in some of the popular govern- 
ments of Greece) as in a necessarily 
antagonistic position to the people 
whom they ruled. They consisted of 
a governing One, or a governing tribe 
or caste, who derived their authority 
from inheritance or conquest, who, at 
all events, did not hold it at the 
pleasure of the governed, and whose J 


supremacy men did not venture, per- 
haps did not desire, to contest, what® 
ever precautions might be taken 
against its oppressive exercise. Their 
power was regarded as necessary, but 
also as highly dangerous ; as a weapon 
which they would attempt to use 
against their subjects, no less than 
• against external enemies. To prevent 
the weaker members of the community 
from being preyed upon by innumerable 
vultures, it was needful that there should 
be an animal of prey stronger than 
the rest, commissioned to keep them 
down. But as the king of the vultures 
would he no less bent upon preying on 
the flock than any of the minor har- 
pies, it was indispensable to be in a 
perpetual attitude of defence against 
his beak and claws. The aim, there- ] 
fore, of patriots was to set limits to the j. 
power which the ruler should be sufc j 
fered to exercise over the community ; 
and this limitation was what they 
meant by liberty. It was attempted 
in two ways. First, by obtaining a 
recognition of certain immunities, called 
political liberties or rights, which it 
was to be regarded as a breach of duty* 
in the ruler to infringe, and which if 
he did infringe, specific resistance, or 
general rebellion, was held to be justifi- 
able. A second, and generally a late* 
expedient, was the establishment of 
constitutional checks, by which the 
consent of the community, or of a body 
of some sort, supposed to represent its 
interests, was made a necessary con- 
dition to some of the more important 
acts of the governing power. To the 
first of these modes of limitation, the 
ruling power, in most European coun- 
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tries, was compelled, more or less, to 
submit. It was not so with, the second, 
and, to attain this, or when already in 
some degree possessed, to attain it 
more completely, became everywhere 
the principal object- of the lovers of 
liberty. And so long as mankind were 
content to combat one enemy by 
another, and to be ruled by a master, 
on condition of being guaranteed more 
or less efficaciously against his tyranny, 
they did not carry their aspirations be- 
yond this point. 

(A time, however, came, in the pro- 
gress of human affairs, when men 
ceased to think it a necessity of nature 
that their governors should be an in- 
dependent power, opposed in interest 
to themselves. It appeared to them 
much better that the various magis- 
trates of the State should he their 
tenants or delegates, revocable at their 
'pleasure. In that way alone, it seemed, 
could they have complete security that 
the powers of government would never 
be abused to their disadvantage. By 
degrees this new demand for elective 
and temporary rulers became the 
prominent object of the exertions of 
the popular party, wherever any such 
party existed ; and superseded, to a 
considerable extent, the previous efforts 
to limit the power of rulers. . As the 
straggle proceeded for making the 
ruling power emanate from the 
periodical choice of the ruled, some 
persons began to think that too much 
importance had been attached to the 
limitation of the power itself. That 
(it might seem) was a resource against 
riders whose interests were habitually 
opposed to those of the people. What 
was now wanted was, that the rulers 
should he identified with the people ; 
that their interest and will should he 
the interest and will of the nation. 
The nation did not need to he protected 
against its own will. There was no 
fear of its tyrannizing over itself. Let 
the rulers be effectually responsible to 
it, promptly removable by it, and it 
qjonld afford to trust them with power 
which it could itself dictate the use 
*3o he made. Their power was but the 
nation’s own power, concentrated, and 
in a form convenient for exercise. 
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; This mode of thoug&t, or rather per* 
haps of feeling, was common among 
the last generation _ of European 
liberalism, in the Continental section 
of which it still apparently predomi- 
nates. Those who admit any limit to 
what a government may do, except in 
the case of such governments as they 
think ought not to exist, st^ncl out as 
brilliant exceptions among the political 
thinkers of the Continent. A similar 
tone of sentiment might by this time 
have been prevalent in our own 
country, if the circumstances which 
for a time encouraged it, had continued 
unaltered. 

But, in political and philosophical 
theories, as well as in persons, success 
discloses faults and infirmities which 
failure might have concealed from ob- 
servation.'' The notion, that the people 
have no need to limit their power over 
themselves, might seem axiomatic, 
when popular government was a thing 
only dreamed about, or read of ^ as 
having existed at some distant period 
of the past. Neither was that notion 
necessarily disturbed by such tem- 
porary aberrations as those of the 
French Revolution, the worst of which 
were the work of an usurping few, and 
which, in any case, belonged, not to 
the permanent working of popular in- 
stitutions, but to a sudden and con- 
vulsive outbreak against monarchical 
and aristocratic despotism. In time, 
however, a democratic republic came 
to occupy a large portion of the earth’s 
{surface, and made itself felt as one ot 
the most powerful members of the com- 
munity of nations ; and elective and 
responsible government became^ sub- 
ject to the observations and criticisms 
which wait upon % great existing fact. 
It was now perceived that such phrases 
as ‘self-government,’ and ‘the power 
of the people over themselves, 5 do not 
express the true state of the case: 
The 4 people’ who exercise the power 
are not always the same people with 
those over whom it is exercised; and 
the ‘ self-government’ spoken of is not 
the government of each by himself, 
but of each by all the rest. The will 
of the people, moreover, practically 
means the will of the most numerous 
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i»r the most active part of tlie people ; 
tlie majority, or those who succeed in 
ma king themselves accepted as the 
majority; the people, consequently, 
may desire to oppress a part of their 
number ; and precautions are as much 
needed against this as against any 
other abuse of power. The" limitation, 
therefore, of the power of government 
over individuals loses none of its im- 
portance when the holders of power 
are regularly accountable to the com- 
munity, that is, to the strongest party 
therein. This view of things, recom- 
mending itself equally to the intelli- 
gence of thinkers and to the inclination 
of those important classes in European 
society to whose real or supposed in- 
terests democracy is adverse, has had 
no difficulty in establishing itself ; and 
in political speculations 1 the tyranny 
of the majority’ is now generally in- 
cluded among the evils against which 
society requires to he on its guard. 

Like >ther tyrannies, the tyranny of 
the majority was at firsthand is still 
vulgarly, held in dread, chiefly as ope- 
■rating . through the acts of the public 
■authorities. But reflecting persons 
,pcrce'>ed that when society is itself 
the tyrant — society collectively, over 
the separate individuals who compose 
it — its means of tyrannizing aTe not 
restricted to the acts which it may do 
by the hands of its political function- 
aries. Society can and does execute 
its own mandates : and if it issues 
■wrong mandates instead of right, or 
any mandates at all in things with 
which it ought not to meddle, it prac- 
tises a social tyranny more formidable 
than many kinds of political oppres- 
sion, since, though not usually upheld 
by such extreme penalties, it leaves 
fewer means of escape, penetrating 
much more deeply into the details of 
life, and enslaving the soul itself. Pro- 
tection, therefore, against the tyranny 
■of the magistrate is not enough : there 
needs protection also against the ty- 
ranny of the prevailing opinion and feel- 
ing; against the tendency of society to 
impose, by other means than civil penal- 
ties, its own ideas and practices as rules 
4>f conduct on those who dissent from 
them ; to fetter the development, and, if 


possible, prevent the formation, of any 
individuality not in harmony -with its 
ways, and compels all characters to fa- 
shion themselves upon the model of iN 
own. There is a limit to the legitimate 
interference of collective opinion with 
individual independence : and to find 
that limit, and maintain it against en- 
croachment, is as indispensable to a 
good condition of human affairs, as pro- 
tection against political despotism. 

But though this proposition is not 
likely to he .contested in general terms, 
the practical question, w r here to place 
the limit — how to make the fitting 
adjustment between individual inde- 
pendence and social control — is a sub- 
ject on which nearly everything re- 
mains to be done. All that makes 
existence valuable to any one, depends 
on the enforcement of restraints upon 
the actions of other people. Some 
rules of conduct, therefore, must be im- 
posed, by law in the first place, and 
by opinion on many things which are 
not lit subjects for the operation of law. 
"What these rules should he, is the prin- 
cipal question in human affairs ; but if 
v r e except a few of the most obvious 
cases, it is one of those which least 
progress has been made in resolving. 
No two ages, and scarcely any two 
countries, have decided it alike; and 
the decision of one age or country is a 
wonder to another. Yet the people of 
any given age and country no more 
suspect any difficulty in it, than if it 
were a subject on .which mankind had 
always been agreed. The rules which 
obtain among themselves appear to 
them self-evident and self-justifying. 
This all hut universal illusion is one of 
the examples of the magical influence 
of custom, which is not only, as the 
proverb says, a second nature, but is 
continually mistaken for the first. The 
effect of custom, in preventing any 
misgiving respecting the rules of con- 
duct which mankind impose on one 
another, is all the more complete be- 
cause the subject is one on which it is 
not generally considered necessary that 
reasons should he given, either by one 
person to others, or by each to himself. 
People are accustomed to believe, and 
have been encouraged in the belief hr 
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some who aspire to the character of 
philosophers, that their feelings, on. 
subjects of this nature, are better than 
reasons, and render reasons unneces- 
sary. The practical principle winch 
guides them to their opinions on the 
regulation of human conduct, is the 
feeling in each person 5 s mind that 
everybody should be required to act as 
be, and those with whom he sympa- 
thizes, would like them to act No 
one, indeed, acknowledges to himself 
that his standard of judgment is Ins 
own liking ; hut an opinion on a point 
of conduct, not supported by reasons, 
can only count as one person s pre- 
ference ; and if the reasons, when given, 
are a mere appeal to a similar prefei- 
ence felt by other people, it is still only 
many people’s lifing instead of one. 
To an ordinary man, however, his own 
preference, thus supported, is not only 
a perfectly satisfactory reason, but the 
only one he generally has for any of his 
notions of morality, taste, or propriety, 
which are not expressly written in his 
religious creed ; and his chief guide in 
the interpretation even of that. ^ Men’s 
opinions, accordingly, on what is laud- 
able or blameable, are affected by all 
the multifarious causes which influence 
their wishes in regard to the conduct 
of others, and which are as numerous 
as those which determine their wishes 
on any other subject. Sometimes their 
reason — at other times their prejudices 
or superstitions: often their social af- 
fections, not seldom their antisocial 
ones, their envy or jealousy, their arro- 
gance or contemptuousness : hut most 
commonly, their desires or fears for 
themselves — their legitimate or illegi- 
timate self-interest. Wherever there 
is an ascendant class, a large portion 
of the morality of the country eman ates 
from its class interests, and its feelings 
of class superiority. The morality be- 
tween Spartans and Helots, between 
planters and negroes, between princes 
and subjects, between nobles and rotu- 
xiers, between men and women, has 
been for the most part the creation of 
these class interests and feelings : and 
the sentiments thus generated, react in 
turn upon the moral feelings of the mem- 
bers of the ascendant class, in their rela- 


tions among themselves. Where, on the- 
other hand, a class, formerly ascendant, 
has lost its ascendancy, or where jts 
ascendancy is unpopular, the prevailin|^| ? 
moral sentiments frequently . bear 
impress of an impatient dislike of su- 
periority. Another grand determining, 
principle of the rules of conduct, both 
, in act and forbearance, which have 
been enforced by law or opinion, lias 
been the servility of mankind towards 
the supposed preferences or aversions- 
of their temporal masters or of tlieir 
gods. This servility, though essentially 
seltish, is not hypocrisy; it gives rise 
to perfectly genuine sentiments of . ab- 
horrence ; it made men burn magicians 
and heretics. Among so many baser ■ 
influences, the general and obvious in- 
terests of society have of course had a. 
share, and a large one, in the direction 
of the moral sentiments : less, however, 
as a matter of reason, and on their own. 
account, than as a consequence of the 
sympathies and antipathies which grew 
out of them : and sympathies and anti- 
pathies which had little or nothing to do 
with the interests of society, have made 
themselves felt in the establishment, of 
moralities with quite as great force. 

The likings and dislikings 0? society, 
or of some powerful portion ol it, are 
thus tlib main thing which has practi- 
cally determined the rules laid down, 
for general observance, under ^the pe- 
nalties of law or opinion. And in gene- 
ral, those who have been in advance of. 
society in thought and feeling, have 
left this condition of things unassailed 
in principle, however they may have 
come into conflict with it in some of its. 
details. They have occupied them- 
selves rather in inquiring what things, 
society ought to like or dislike, than in 
questioning whether its likings or dis- 
likings should he a law to individuals. 
They preferred endeavouring to alter 
the feelings of mankind on the parti- 
cular points on which they were them- 
selves heretical, rather than make com. 
moil cause in defence of freedom, with 
heretics generally. The only ease in. 
which the higher ground has been- 
taken on principle and maintained with 
consistency, by any hut an individual 
here and there, is that of religious be* 
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>Iief : a case instructive in many ways, 
and not least so as forming almost 
striking instance of the ■ fallibility of 
iHtliat is called the moral sense : for tlie 
odium theologicum, in a sincere bigot, 
is fee of the most unequivocal cases of 
moral feeling. Those who first broke 
the yoke of what called itself the Uni- 
versal Church, were in general as. little 
willing to permit difference of religious 
opinion as that church itself. But 
when the heat of the conflict was over, 
•without giving a complete victory to 
any party, and each church or sect was 
reduced to limit its hopes . to retaining 
possession of the ground it already oc- 
cupied; minorities, seeing that they 
had no chance of becoming majorities, 
were under the necessity of pleading to 
those whom they could not convert, for 
permission to differ. It is accordingly 
;n this battle field, almost solely, that 
the rights of the individual against so- 
ciety have been asserted on broad 
grounds of principle, and the claim of 
society to exercise authority over dis- 
sentients. openly controverted. The 
■great writers to whom the world owes 
what religious liberty it possesses, have 
mO'Jtiv asserted freedom of conscience 
as art indefeasible right, and denied 
absolutely that a human being is ac- 
countable to others for bis religious 
belief. Yet so natural to mankind is 
intolerance in whatever they really care 
about, that religious freedom has 
hardly anywhere been practically rea- 
lized, except where religious indiffe- 
rence, which dislikes to have its peace 
disturbed by theological quarrels, has 
added its weight to the scale. In the 
minds of almost all religious persons, 
even in the most tolerant countries, the 
duty of toleration is admitted with- tacit 
reserves. One person will hear with 
dissent in matters of church govern- 
ment, hut not of dogma ; another can 
tolerate everybody, short of a Papist 
or an Unitarian; another, every one 
who believes in revealed religion ; a 
few extend their charity a little further, 
but stop at the belief in a God and in 
a future state. Wherever the senti- 
ment of the majority is still genuine 
and intense, it is found to have abated 
little of its claim to he obeyed. 


In England, from the -peculiar cir- 
cumstances of our political history, 
though the yoke of opinion is perhaps 
heavier, that of law is lighter, than in 
most other countries of Europe;^ and 
there is considerable jealousy of direct 
interference, by the legislative or the 
executive power, -with private conduct; 
not so much from any just regard for 
the independence of the individual, as 
from tlie still subsisting habit of look- 
ing on tlie government as representing 
an opposite interest to the public. 
The majority have not yet learnt to 
feel the power of the government their 
power, or its opinions their opinions. 
When they do so, individual liberty 
will probably he as much exposed to 
invasion from the government, as i L 
already is from public opinion. BuO, 
as yet, there is a considerable amount 
of feeling ready to be called forth 
against any attempt of the law to con- 
trol individuals in things in which they 
have not hitherto been accustomed to 
he controlled by it ; and tins with very 
little discrimination as^ to whether the 
matter is, or is not, within the legiti- 
mate sphere of legal control ; inso- 
much that the feeling, highly salutary 
on the whole, is perhaps quite as often 
misplaced as w T eli grounded in the par- 
ticular instances of its application. 
There is, in fact, no recognised prin- 
ciple by which the propriety or 
impropriety of government interference 
is customarily tested. People decide 
according to their personal preferences. 
Sorie, whenever they see any good to- 
be done, or evil to he remedied, would 
willingly instigate the government to 
undertake the business ; while others 
prefer to bear almost any amount of 
social evil, rather than add one to the 
departments of human interests amen- 
able to governmental control. And 
men range themselves on one or the 
other side in any particular case,, ac- 
cording to this general direction o r i 
their sentiments ; or according to the 
degree of interest which they feel in. 
the particular thing which it is pro- 
posed that the government should do, 
or according to the belief they enter, 
tain that the government would, or 
would not, do it in the manner they 
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as that of manhood or womanhood. 


prefer ; hut very rarely on account of 
any opinion to which they consistently 
adhere, as to what things are fit to he 
done by a government. And it seems 
to me* that in consequence of. this 
absence of rule or principle, one side is 
at present as often wrong as the other; 
the interference of government is, with 
about equal frequency, improperly in- 
voked and improperly condemned. 

The object of this Essay is to assert 
one very* simple principle, as entitled 
to govern absolutely the dealings of 
society with the individual in the way 
of compulsion and control, whether the 
means used be physical force in the 
form of legal penalties, or the moral 
coercion of public opinion. That prin- 
ciple is, that the sole end for. which 
mankind are warranted, individually 
or collectively, in interfering with the 
liberty of action of any of their number, 
is seif-protection. That the only pur- 
pose for which power can he rightfully 
exercised over any member of. a 
civilized community, against his will, 
is to prevent harm to others. His own 
good, either physical or moral, is not a 
sufficient warrant. He cannot right- 
fully he compelled to do or forbear be- 
cause it will he better for him to. do so, 
because it will make him happier, be- 
cause, in the opinions of others, to do 
so would he wise, or even right. These 
are good reasons for remonstrating 
with him, or reasoning with Kim, or 
persuading him, or entreating him, hut 
not for compelling him, or visiting him 
with any evil in case he do otherwise. 
To justify that, the conduct from which 
it is desired to deter him, must he calcu- 
lated to produce evil to some one else. 
The only part of the. conduct of any 
one, for which he is amenable to 
society, is that which concerns others. 
In the part which merely concerns 
himself, his independence is, of .right, 
absolute. Over himself, over his own 
body and mind, the individual is sove- 
reign. 

It is, perhaps, hardly necessary to 
say that this doctrine is meant to apply 
only to human beings in the maturity 
of their faculties. We are not speak- 
ing of children, or of young persons 
below the age which the law may fix 


Those who are still in a state to re- 
quire being -taken care of by others,, 
must he protected against their own 
actions as well as against external injury. 
For the same reason, we may leave out 
of consideration those, backward states 
of society in which the race itself may 
he considered as in its non&ge. The 
early difficulties in the way of ' sponta- 
neous progress are so great, that there 
is seldom any choice of means for over- 
coming them ; and a ruler full of the 
spirit of improvement is warranted in 
the use of any expedients that will* 
attain an end, perhaps .otherwise un- 
attainable. Despotism is a legitimate- 
mode of government in dealing with 
barbarians, provided the end be their 
improvement, and the means justified 
by actually effecting that end. Liberty, 
as a principle, has no application to 
any state of things anterior to ihfi rime 
when mankind have become capable of 
being improved by free and. equal dis- 
cussion. Until then, there . is no thin g 
for them hut implicit obedience to an 
Akbar or a Charlemagne, if they are 
so fortunate as to find one. . But ns 
soon as mankind have attained the 
capacity of being guided to their own 
improvement by conviction or persua- 
sion (a period long since reached in all 
nations with whom we need here concern 
ourselves), compulsion, either, in the 
direct form or in that of pains and 
penalties for non-compliance, is no 
longer admissible as a means to their 
own good, and justifiable only for the 
security of others. 

It is proper to state that I foregc 
any advantage which could he. derived 
to my argument from the idea of 
abstract right, as a thing independent 
of utility. I regard utility as the 
ultimate appeal on all ethical ques- 
tions; hut it must he utility in the- 
largest sense, grounded on the perma- 
nent interests of a man as a progres- 
sive being. Those interests, I contend, 
authorize the subjection of individual 
spontaneity to external control, only in 
respect to those actions of each, which 
concern the interest of other people. 
If any one does an act hurtful to 
others, there is a grima facie case for 



punishing him, "by law, or, where legal 
penalties are not safely applicable, by 
general disapprobation. There are 
also many positive acts for the benefit 
of others, which he may rightfully be 
compelled to perform; such as to give 
evidence in a court of justice ; to bear 
his fair share in the common defence, 
or in any 'other joint work necessary 
to the interest of the society of which 
he enjoys the protection; and to per- 
form certain acts of individual benefi- 
cence, such as saving a fellow-creature s 
life, or interposing to protect the defence- 
less against ill-usage, things ■ which 
whenever it is obviously a man s duty 
to do, he may rightfully be made re- 
sponsible to society for not doing*. A 
person may cause evil to others not 
only by his actions hut by his inaction, 
and in either case he is justly account- 
able to them for the injury. -*-he 
latter case, it is true, requires a much 
more cautious exercise of compulsion 
than the former. To make any one 
answerable for doing evil to others, is 
the rule ; to make him answerable lor 
not preventing evil, is, comparatively 
speaking, the exception. Yet there 
are many cases clear enough and 
grave enough to justify that exception. 
In all things which regard tl}£ exter- 
nal relations of the individual, he is 
de jure amenable to those whose inte- 
rests are concerned, and if need he, to 
society as their protector. There are 
often good reasons for not holding him 
to the responsibility; but these rea- 
sons must arise from the special expe- 
diencies of the case : either because it 
is a kind of case in which he is on the 
whole likely to act better, when left to 
his own discretion, than when con- 
trolled in any way in which society 
have it in their power to control him ; 
or because the attempt, to exercise 
control would produce other evils, 
greater than those which it would pre- 
vent. When such reasons as these 
preclude the enforcement of responsi- 
bility, the conscience of the agent 
himself should step into the vacant 
judgment seat, and protect those inte- 
rests of others which have no external 
protection; judging himself all the 
more rigidly, because the case does 
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not admit of his being made account- 
able to the judgment of his Mow- 

creatures. ... - 

But there is a sphere of action m 

which society, as distinguished fio 
the individual, has, it any, only an -in- 
direct interest ; comprehending all that 
portion of a person s life and conduce 
which affects only himself, or if it also 
affects others, only with their free, 
voluntary, and undeceived consent and 
participation. When I say only lnm- 
self, I mean directly, and in the fust 
instance : for whatever affects himsel , 
may affect others through himself; 
and the objection which may be 
grounded on ibis contingency, will re- 
ceive consideration in the sequel. 11ns, 
then, is the appropriate region of hu- 
man liberty. It comprises, first, the 
inward domain of consciousness ; de- 
manding liberty of conscience m the; 
most comprehensive sense ; liberty ot 
thought and feeling ; absolute freedom 
of opinion and sentiment on ail sub- 
jects, practical or speculative, scientific, 
moral; or theological. . The . liberty of 
expressing and publishing opinions may 
seem to fall under a different principle, 
since it belongs to that part of the con- 
duct of an individual . which concerns 
other people ; hut, being almost of as 
much importance as the liberty or 

. i i i — j — If? i-i 


thought itself, and resting m great 
part on the same reasons, is practically 
inseparable from it. Secondly, the 
principle requires liberty of tastes and 
pursuits ; of framing the plan of our 
life to suit our own character , ot doing 
as we like, subject to such consequences 
as may follow: without impediment from 
our fellow-creatures, so long as what we 
do does not harm them, even though 
they should think our conduct foolish, 
perverse, or wrong. Thirdly, from this 
liberty of each individual, follows the 
liberty, within the same limits, of com- 
bination among individuals; freedom 
to unite, for any purpose not involving 
harm to others : the persons combining 
being supposed to he of full age, and 

not forced or deceived 

No society in which these liberties 
are not, on the whole, respected, is free, 
whatever may be its form of govern 
ment ; and none is completely free m 
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which they do not exist absolute and 
unqualified. The only freedom -which 
deserves the name, is that of pursuing 
our own good in our own way, so long 
as we do not attempt to^ deprive others 
of theirs, or impede their efforts to ob- 
tain it. Each is the proper guardian 
of his own health, whether bodily, or 
mental and spiritual. Mankind are 
greater gainers by suffering each other 
to live as seems good to themselves, 
than by compelling each to live as 
seems good to the rest. 

Though this doctrine is anything hut 
new, and, to some persons, may have 
the air of a truism, there is no doctrine 
which stands more directly opposed to 
the general tendency of existing opinion 
and practice. Society has expended 
fully as much effort in the attempt (ac- 
cording tc its lights) to compel people 
#o conform to its notions of personal, 
as of social excellence. The ancient 
commonwealths thought themselves 
entitled to practise, and the ancient 
philosophers countenanced, the regula- 
tion of every part of private conduct 
by public authority, on the ground that 
the State had a deep interest in the 
whole bodily and mental discipline of 
every one of its citizens; a mode of 
thinking which may have been admis- 
sible in small republics surrounded by 
owerful enemies, in constant peril of 
eing subverted by foreign attack or 
internal commotion, and to which even 
a short interval of relaxed energy and 
self-command might so easily be fatal, 
that they could not afford to wait for 
the salutary permanent effects of free- 
dom. In the modern world, the greater 
size of political communities, and above 
all, the separation between spiritual 
and temporal authority (which placed 
the direction of men’s consciences in 
other hands than those which con- 
trolled their worldly affairs), prevented 
so great an interference by law in the 
details of private life ; but the engines 
of moral repression have been wielded 
more strenuously against divergence 
from the reigning opinion in self- 
regarding, than even in social matters ; 
religion, the most powerful of the ele- 
ments which have entered into the 
formation of moral feeling, having al- 


most always been governed either by 
the ambition of a hierarchy, seeking 
control over every department of hu- 
man conduct, or by the spirit of Puri- 
tanism. And some of those modern 
reformers who have placed themselves 
in strongest opposition to the religions 
of the past, have been noway behind 
either churches or sects in <?heir asser- 
tion of the right of spiritual domina- 
tion : M. Comte, in particular, whose 
social system, as unfolded in his Systeme 
cleJPolitique Positive, aims at establish- 
ing (though by moral more than by legal 
appliances) a despotism of society over 
the individual, surpassing anything 
contemplated in the political ideal of 
the most rigid disciplinarian among the 
ancient philosophers. 

Apart from the peculiar tenets of in- 
dividual thinkers, there is also in the 
world at large an increasing inclination 
to stretch unduly the powers of society 
over the individual, both by the force 
of opinion and even by that of legis- 
lation ; and as the tendency of all the 
changas taking place in the world is to 
strengthen society, and diminish the 
power of the individual, this encroach- 
ment is not one of the evils which tend 
spontaneously to disappear, hut, on 
the contrary, to grow more and more 
formidable. The disposition of man- 
kind, whether as rulers or as fellow- 
citizens, to impose their own opinions 
and inclinations as a rule of conduct 
on others, is so energetically supported 
by some of the best and by some of the 
worst feelings incident to human na- 
ture, that it is hardly ever kept under 
restraint by anything but want of 
power; and as the power is not de- 
clining, but growung, unless a strong 
harrier of moral conviction can be raised 
against tbe mischief, we must expect, 
in the present circumstances of the 
world, to see it increase. 

It will he convenient for the argu- 
ment, . if, instead of at once entering 
upon the general thesis, we confine 
ourselves in the first instance to a single 
branch of it, on which the principle 
here stated is, if not fully, yet to a cer- 
tain ^point, recognised by the current 
opinions. This one branch is the 
Liberty of Thought : from which it is 
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impossible to separate tbe cognate li- 
berty of speaking and of writing. Al- 
though these liberties, to some con- 
siderable amount, form part of the 
political morality of all countries which 
profess religious toleration and free in- 
stitutions, the grounds, both philoso- 
phical and practical, on which they 
rest, are perhaps not so familiar to the 
general mind, nor so thoroughly appre- 
ciated by many even of the leaders of 
opinion, as might have been expected. 


Those grounds, when rightly under- 
stood, are of much wider application 
than to only one division of the sub- 
ject, and a thorough consideration of 
this part of the question will bo found 
the best introduction to the remainder. 
Those to whom nothing which I am 
about to say will he new, may there- 
fore, I hope, excuse me, if on a subject 
which for now three centuries has been 
so often discussed, I venture on one 
discussion more. 


CHAPTER II. 

OF THE LIBERTY OF THOUGHT AND DISCUSSION. 


The lime, it is to be hoped, is gone by, 
when any defence would be necessary 
of the ‘ liberty of the press ’ as one of 
the securities against corrupt or tyran- 
nical government. No argument, we 
may suppose, can now he needed, 
against permitting a legislature or an 
executive, not identified in interest 
with the people, to prescribe opinions 
to them, and determine what doctrines 
or what arguments they shall be al- 
lowed to hear. This aspect of the 
question, besides, has been so often and 
so triumphantly enforced by preceding 
writers, that it needs not be specially 
insisted on in this place. Though the 
law of England, on the subject of the 
press, is as servile to this day as it was 
in the time of the Tudors, there is little 
danger of its being actually put in force 
against political discussion, except dur- 
ing some temporary panic, when fear 
of insurrection drives ministers and 
judges from their propriety;* and, 

* These words had scarcely been written, 
when, as if to give them an emphatic con- 
tradiction, occurred tlie Government Press 
Prosecutions of 1858. That ill-judged inter- 
ference with the liberty of public discussion 
has not, however, induced me to alter a 
single word in the text, nor has it at all 
weakened my conviction that, moments of 
panic excepted, the era of pains and penalties 
for political discussion has, in our own 
country, passed away. For, in the first 
place, the prosecutions were not persisted, 
in; and, in the second, they were never, 


speaking generally, it is not, in con- 
stitutional countries, to he apprehended, 
that the government, whether com- 
pletely responsible to the people or not, 
will often attempt to control the ex- 
pression of opinion, except when in 
doing so it makes itself the organ of 

properly speaking, political prosecutions. 
The offence charged was not that of criticis- 
ing institutions, or the acts or persons of 
rulers, but of circulating what was deemed 
an immoral doctrine, the lawfulness of Ty- 
rannicide. 

If the arguments of the present chapter 
are of any validity, there ought to exist the 
fullest liberty of professing and discussing, 
as a matter of ethical conviction, any doc- 
trine, however immoral it maybe considered. 
It would, therefore, be irrelevant and out of 
place to examine here, whether the doctrine 
of Tyrannicide deserves that title. I shall 
content myself with saying that the subject 
lias been at all times one of the open ques- 
tions of morals; that the act of a private 
citizen in striking down a criminal, who, by 
raising himself above the law, has placed 
himself beyond the reach of legal punishment 
or control, has been accounted by whole 
nations, and by some of the best and wisest 
of men, not a crime, but an act of exalted 
virtue ; and that, right or wrong, it is not of 
the nature of assassination, but of civil war. 
As such, I hold that the instigation, to it, in 
a specific case, may be a proper .abject of 
punishment, but only if an o T A act has 
followed, and at least a probal a connexion 
can be established between the" act and the 
instigation. Even then, it is not a foreign 
government, but the very government as- 
sailed, which alone, in the exercise of self- 
defence, can legitimately punish attacks 
directed against its own existence. 



OF THE LIBERTY OF THOUGHT AND DISCUSSION. 


10 

tlie general intolerance of tlie public. 
Let us suppose, therefore, that the 
government is entirely at one 'with the 
people, and never thinks of exerting 
any power of coercion unless in agree- 
ment with what it conceives to be their 
voice. But I deny the right of the 
eople to exercise such coercion, either 
y themselves or by their government. 
The power itself is illegitimate. The 
"best government has no more title to 
it than the worst. It is as noxious, or 
more noxious, when exerted in accord- 
ance with public opinion, than when 
in opposition to it. If all mankind 
minus one, "were of one opinion, and 
only one person were of tlie contrary 
opinion, mankind would be no more 
justified in silencing that one person, 
than he, if he had the power, would 
he justified in silencing mankind. Were 
an opinion a personal possession of no 
value except to the owner; if to be 
obstructed in the enjoyment of it were 
simply a private injury, it would make 
some difference whether the injury was 
inflicted only on a few persons or on 
I many. But the peculiar evil of si- 
& lencing the expression of an opinion is, 
that it is robbing the human race ; 

; posterity as w T ell as the existing gene- 
ration ; those who dissent from the 
opinion, still more than those who hold 
it. If the opinion is right, they are 
deprived of the opportunity of exchang- 
ing error for truth : if wrong, they lose, 
what is almost as great a benefit, the 
clearer perception and livelier impres- 
sion of truth, produced by its collision 
with error. 

It is necessaiy to consider separately 
these two hypotheses, each of -which 
has a distinct branch of the argument 
corresponding to it. We can never he 
sure that the opinion we are endea- 
vouring to stifle is a false opinion ; and 
if we were sure, stifling it would he an 
evil still. 

First: the opinion which it is at- 
tempted to suppress by authority may 
possibly be true. Those w T ho desire to 
suppress it, of course deny its truth ; 
hut they are not infallible. They have 
no authority to decide the question for 
all mankind, and exclude every other 


person from the means of judging. To 
refuse a hearing to an opinion, because 
they are sure that it is false, is to assume 
that their certainty is the same thing 
as absolute certainty. All silencing ox 
discussion is an assumption of infalli- 
bility. Its condemnation may he al- 
lowed to rest on this common argu- 
ment, not the worse for bein'g common. 

Unfortunately for the good sense of 
mankind, the fact of their fallibility is 
far from carrying the weight in their 
practical judgment, which is always- 
allowed to it in theory ; for whale every 
one well know T s himself to be fallible, 
few think it necessary to take any pre- 
cautions against their own fallibility* 
or admit the supposition that any opi- 
nion, of which, they feel very certain, 
may he one of the examples of the 
error to which they acknowledge them- 
selves to he liable. Absolute princes,, 
or others wfko are accustomed to unli- 
mited deference, usually feel this com- 
plete confidence in their own opinions 
on nearly all subjects. People more 
happily situated, who sometimes hear 
their opinions disputed, and are not 
wholly unused to be set right when 
they are wrong, place the same un- 
bounded reliance only on such of their 
opinions as are shared by all who sur- 
round them, or to whom they habitually 
defer: for in proportion to a man’s; 
want of confidence in his own solitary ; 
judgment, does he usually repose, with j 
implicit trust, on the infallibility of' 
f the world 7 in general. And the world, I 
to each individual, means the part of J 
it -with which he comes in contact ; his. 
party, his sect, his church, his class of 
society: the man may he called, by 
comparison, almost liberal and large- 
minded to whom it means anything so 
comprehensive as his own country ox 
his owm age. Nor is his faith in this 
collective authority at all shaken by 
his being aware that other ages, coun- 
tries, sects, churches, classes, and 
parties have thought, and even now- 
think, the exact reverse. He devolves 
upon his own world the responsibility 
of being in the right against the dis- 
sentient worlds of other people ; and it 
never troubles him that mere accident 
has decided which of these numerous 
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worlds is the object of his reliance, and are not denied to be fit subjects for the 
that the same causes which make him exercise of authority : they have laid 
a Churchman in London, would have on bad taxes, made unjust wars, 
made him a Buddhist or a Confucian Ought we therefore to Jay on no taxes, 
in Pekin. Yet it is as evident in itself, and, under whatever provocation, make 
as any amount of argument can make no wars ? Men, and governments, 
lit, that ages are no more infallible than must act to the best of their ability, 
individuals* every age having held There is no such thing as absolute Ger- 
many opinions which subsequent ages tainty, but there is assurance sufficient 
have deemed not only false hut absurd ; for the purposes of human life. We 
and it is as certain that many opinions, may, and must, assume our opinion to 
now general, will he rejected by future be true for the guidance of our own 
ages, as it is that many, once general, conduct: and it is assuming no more 
are rejected by the present. when we forbid bad men to pervert 

The objection likely to he made to society by tlie propagation of opinions 
this argument, would probably take which we regard as false and perni- 
some such form as the following. There cions. 

is no greater assumption of infallibility I answer, that it is assuming very 
in forbidding the propagation of error, much more. There is the greatest 
than in any other thing which is done difference between presuming an oph 
by public authority on its own judgment nion to be true, because, with every 
and responsibility. Judgment is given opportunity for contesting it, it has not 
to men that they may use it. Because been refuted, and assuming its truth 
it may be used erroneously, are men to for the purpose of not permitting its 
be told that they ought not to use it at refutation. Complete liberty of con- 
all ? To prohibit what they think per- tradicting and disproving our opinion, 
nicious, is not claiming exemption from is the very condition which justifies us 
error, hut fulfilling the duty incumbent in assuming its truth for purposes of 
on them, although fallible, of acting on action ; and on no other terms can a 
their conscientious conviction. If we being with human faculties have any 
were never to act on our opinions, he- rational assurance of being right 
cause those opinions may he *wrong, "When we consider either the history 
we should leave all our interests un- of opinion, or the ordinary conduct of 
cared for, and all our duties unper- human life, to what is it to be ascribed 
formed. An objection which applies that the one and the other are no worse 
to all conduct, can he no valid objection than they are ? Not certainly to the 
to any conduct in particular. It is the inherent force of the human under- 
duty of governments, and of indivi- standing ; for, on any matter not self- 
duals, to form the truest opinions they evident, there are ninety-nine persons 
can; to form them carefully, and never totally incapable of judging of it, for 
impose . them upon others unless they one who is capable ; and the capacity 
are quite sure of being right. But of the hundredth person is only com- 
when they are sure (such reasoners may parative ; for the majority of the emi- 
say), it is not conscientiousness hut nent men of every past generation held 
cowardice to shrink from acting on many opinions now known to he erro- 
their opinions, and allow doctrines neous, and did or approved numerous 
which they honestly think dangerous things which no one will now justify^ 
welfare of mankind, either in "Why is it, then, that there is on the 
this life or in another, to he scattered whole a preponderance among mankind 
abroad without restraint, because other of rational opinions and rational con- 
people, in less enlightened times, have duct? If there really is this prepon- 
persecuted opinions now believed to be derance — wliich there must be unless 
true. Let us take care, it may be human affairs are, and have always- 

said, not to make the sanm mistake: been, in an almost desperate state it 

but governments and nations have is owing to a quality of the human- 
mabe mistakes in other things* which mind, the source of everything respect* 
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able in man either as an intellectual 
or as a moral being, namely, that his 
errors are corrigible. He is capable of 
rectifying his mistakes, by discussion 
and experience. Not by experience 
alone. There must be discussion, to 
show how experience is to be inter- 
preted. Wrong opinions and practices 
gradually yield to fact and argument : 
but facts and arguments, to produce 
any effect on the mind, must be brought 
before it. Very few facts are able to 
fell their own story, without comments 
to bring out their meaning. The 
whole strength and value, then, of 
human judgment, depending on the 
■ one property, that it can he set right 
when it is wrong, reliance can be 
placed on it only when the means of 
setting it right are kept constantly at 
hand. In the case of any person 
whose judgment is really deserving of 
confidence, how has it become so? 
Because he has kept his mind open to 
criticism of his opinions and conduct. 
Because it has been his practice to 
listen to all that could be said against 
him ; to profit by as much of it as was 
just, and expound to himself, and upon 
occasion to others, the fallacy of what 
was fallacious. Because he has felt, 
that the only way in which a human 
•being can make some approach to 
knowing the whole of a subject, is by 
hearing what can he said about it by 
persons of every variety of opinion, and 
studying all modes in -which it can be 
looked at by every character of mind. 
No wise man ever acquired his wisdom 
in any mode hut this ; nor is it in the 
nature of human intellect to become 
wise in any other manner. The steady 
habit of correcting and completing his 
own opinion by collating it. with these 
of others, so far from causing doubt 
and hesitation in carrying it into prac- 
tice, is the only stable foundation for a 
just reliance on it : for, being cognisant 
of all that can, at least obviously, be 
said against him, and having taken up 
his position against all gainsay era — 
know 7 in g that he has sought for objec- 
tions and difficulties, instead of avoid- 
ing them, and has shut out no light 
which can he thrown upon the subject 
from any quarter — he has a right to 


think his judgment better than that of 
any person, or any multitude, who have 
not gone through a similar process. 

It is not too much to require that 
■what the wisest of mankind, those who 
are best entitled to trust their own 
judgment, find necessary to -warrant 
their relying on it, should ljp submitted 
to by that miscellaneous collection of 
a few -wise and many foolish indivi- 
duals, called the public. The most in- 
tolerant of churches, the Roman Ca- 
tholic Church, even at the canoniza- 
tion of a saint, admits, and listens 
patiently to, a * devil’s advocate.’ 
The holiest of men, it appears, cannot 
be admitted to posthumous honours, 
until all that the devil could say against 
him is known and weighed. If even 
the Newtonian philosophy were not 
permitted to be questioned, mankind 
could not feel as complete assurance of 
its truth as they now do. The beliefs 
which we have most warrant for, have 
no safeguard to rest on, but a standing 
invitation to the whole world to prove 
them unfounded. If the challenge is 
not accepted, or is accepted and the 
attempt fails, we are far enough from 
certainty still ; but -we have done the 
best that the existing state of human 
reason* admits of; we have neglected 
nothing that could give the truth a 
chance of reaching us : if the lists are 
kept open, we may hope that if there 
he a better truth, it will be found when 
the human mind is capable of receiving 
it ; and in the meantime w r e may rely 
on having attained such approach to 
truth, as is possible in our own day. 
This is the amount of certainty attain- 
able by a fallible being, and this the 
sole way of attaining it. 

Strange it is, that men should admit 
the validity of the arguments for free 
discussion, hut object to their being 
c pushed to an extreme;’ not seeing 
that unless the reasons are good for 
an extreme case, they are not good for 
any case. Strange that they should 
imagine that they are not assuming 
infallibility, when they acknowledge 
that there should he free discussion on 
all subjects which can possibly be 
doubtful, but think that some parti- 
cular principle or doctrine should be 
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forbidden to be questioned because it 
is so certain , that is, because they are 
certain that it is certain. To call any 
proposition certain, while there is any 
one who would deny its certainty if 
permitted, but who is not permitted, is 
to assume that we ourselves, and those 
who agree with us, are the judges^ of 
certainty, and judges without hearing 
the other side. 

In the present age — which has been 
described as ‘destitute of faith, but 
terrified at scepticism ’ — in which 
people feel sure, not so much that their 
opinions are true, as that they should 
not know what to do without them — 
the claims of an opinion to be protected 
, from public attack are rested not so 
much. -on its truth, as on its importance 
Jp^aociety-' "There 'are, it is alleged, 
certain beliefs, so useful, not to say in- 
dispensable to well-being, that it is as 
much the duty of governments to up- 
hold those beliefs, as to protect any 
other of the interests of society. In a 
case of such necessity, and so directly 
in the line of their duty, something less 
than infallibility may, it is maintained, 
warrant, and even bind, _ governments, 
to act on their own opinion, confirmed 
by the general opinion of mankind. It 
is also often argued, and still oftener 
thought, that none but bad meirwould 
desire to weaken these salutary beliefs ; 
and there can be nothing wrong, it is 
thought, in restraining bad men, and 
prohibiting what only such men would 
wish to practise. This mode of think- 
ing makes the justification of restraints 
on discussion not a question of the truth 
of doctrines, hut of their usefulness ; 
and flatters itself hv that means to 
escape the responsibility of claiming to 
be an infallible judge of opinions. But 
those who thus satisfy themselves, do 
not perceive that the assumption of in- 
fallibility is merely shifted from one 
point to another. The usefulness of an 
opinion is itself matter of opinion : as 
disputable, as open to discussion, and 
requiring discussion as much, as the 
opinion itself. There is the same need 
of an infallible judge of opinions to de- 
cide an opinion to be noxious, as to 
decide it to be false, unless the opinion 
condemned has full opportunity of de- 


fending itself. And it will not do to 
say that the heretic may be allowed to 
maintain the utility or harmlessness^of 
his opinion, though forbidden to main- 
tain its truth. The truth of an opinion 
is part of its utility.. If we would know 
whether or not it is desirable that a 
proposition should be believed, . is it 
possible to exclude the consideration of 
wdiether or not it is true ? In the opi- 
nion, not of bad men, hut of the best 
men, no belief which is contrary to truth 
can he really useful : and can yon pre- 
vent such men from nrging that plea,, 
when they are charged with culpability 
for denying some doctrine which they 
are told is useful, but which they be- 
lieve to he false ? Those who are on. 
the side of received opinions, never fail 
to take all possible advantage of this 
plea; you do not find them handling 
the question of utility as if it could he 
completely abstracted from that of 
truth : on the contrary, it is, above all, 
because their doctrine is ‘the truth/ 
that the knowledge or the belief of it 
is held to be so indispensable. There 
can he no fair discussion of the question 
of usefulness, when an argument so 
vital may he employed on one side, but 
not on the other. And in point of fact, 
when law or public feeling do not per- 
mit the truth of an opinion to be dis- 
puted, they are just as little tolerant of -, 
a denial of its usefulness. The utmost 
they allow is an extenuation of its ab- 
solute necessity, or of the positive guilt 
of rejecting it. 

In order more fully to illustrate the 
mischief of denying a hearing to opi- 
nions because we, in our own judgment, 
have condemned them, it will be de- 
sirable to fix down the discussion- to a. 
concrete case ; and I choose, by pre- 
ference, the cases which are least 
favourable to me — in which the argu- 
ment against freedom of opinion, both 
on the score of truth and on that of 
utility, is considered the strongest. 
Let the opinions impugned be the belief 
in a God and in a future state, or any 
of the commonly received doctrines of 
morality. To fight the battle on such 
ground, gives a great advantage to an. 
unfair antagonist ; since he will be sure 
to say (and many who have no desire 
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to be unfair will say it internally), Are 
these the doctrines which you do not 
•deem sufficiently certain to be taken 
under the protection of law? Is the 
belief in a God one of the opinions, to 
feel sure of which, you hold to he as- 
suming infallibility ? But I must be 
permitted to observe, that it is not the 
feeling sure of a doctrine (be it what 
it may) which I call an assumption of 
infallibility. It is the undertaking to 
decide that question for others , with- 
out allowing them to hear what can be 
said on the contrary side. And I de- 
nounce and reprobate this pretension 
not the less, if put forth on the side of 
my most, solemn convictions.. How- 
ever positive any one’s persuasion may 
be, not only of the falsity but of the 
pernicious consequences — not only of 
the pernicious consequences, but (to 
-adopt expressions -which I altogether 
-condemn) the immorality and impiety 
of an opinion : yet if, in pursuance of 
that private judgment, though backed 
by the public judgment of his country 
or his cotemporaries, he prevents the 
opinion from being heard in its defence, 
he assumes infallibility. And so far 
from the assumption being less objec- 
tionable or less dangerous because the 
opinion is called immoral or impious, 
this is the case of all others in which 
it is most fatal. These are exactly the 
occasions on which the men of one 
generation commit those dreadful mis- 
takes, which, excite the astonishment 
and horror of posterity. It is among 
such that we find the instances memo- 
rable in historv, when the arm of the 
law has been employed to root out the 
best men and the noblest doctrines; 
with deplorable success as to the men, 
though some of the doctrines have sur- 
vived to he (as if in mockery) invoked, 
defence of similar conduct towards 
those who dissent from them, or from 
ihei r received interpre tation. 

Mankind can hardly be too often re- 
minded, that there was once a man 
named Socrates, between whom and the 
legal authorities and public opinion of 
his time, there took place a memorable 
collision. Born in an age and country 
abounding in individual greatness, this 
*&an has been banded down te us by 


those who best knew both him and tha 
age, as the most virtuous man in it ; 
while we know him as the head and 
prototype of all subsequent teachers of 
virtue, the source equally of the lofty 
inspiration of Plato and the judicious 
utilitarianism of Aristotle, £ i maestri 
cli color die samp 5 the two headsprings 
of ethical as of all other philosophy. 
This acknowledged master of all the 
eminent thinkers who have since lived 
— whose fame, still growing after more 
than two thousand years, all but out- 
weighs the whole remainder of the 
names which make his native city illus- 
trious — was put to death by his country- 
men, after a judicial conviction, for 
impiety and immorality. Impiety, in 
denying the gods recognised by the 
State ; indeed his accuser asserted (see 
the ‘Apologia’) that he believed in no 
gods at all. Immorality, in being, by 
his doctrines and instructions, a £ cor- 
ruptor of youth. 5 Of these charges the 
tribunal, there is every ground for be- 
lieving, honestly found him guilty, and 
condemned the man who probably of 
all then horn had deserved best of 
mankind, to be put to death as a 
criminal. 

To pass from this to the only other 
instance of judicial iniquity, the men- 
tion ofowhich, after the condemnation 
of Socrates, would not be an anti- 
climax: the event which took place 
on .Calvary rather more than eighteen 
hundred years ago. The man who left 
on the memory of those who witnessed 
his life and conversation, such an mw- 
pression of his moral grandeur, that 
eighteen subsequent centuries have 
done homage to him as the Almighty 
in person, was ignominiously put to' 
death, as what? As a blasphemer. 
Men did not merely mistake their 
benefactor ; they mistook him for the 
exact contrary of what he was, and 
treated him as that prodigy of impiety, 
which they themselves are now held 
to be, for their treatment of him. The 
feelings with which mankind now re- 
gard these lamentable transactions, 
especially the later of the two, render 
them extremely unjust in their judg- 
ment of the unhappy actors. These 
w r ere, to all appearance, not had men— 
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cot worse than men commonly are, but 
rather the contrary; men who pos- 
sessed in a full, or somewhat more 
than a full measure, the religious, 
moral, and patriotic feelings of their 
time and people : the very kind of men 
who, in all times, our own included, 
have every chance of passing through 
life blameless and respected. The 
high-priest who rent his garments 
when the words were pronounced, 
which, according to all the ideas of his 
country, constituted the blackest guilt, 
was in all probability quite as sincere 
in his horror and indignation, as.the 
.generality of respectable and pious 
men now are in the religions arid 
moral sentiments they profess ; and 
most of those who now shudder at his 
conduct, if they had lived in his time, 
and been born Jews, would have acted 
precisely as he did. Orthodox Chris- 
tians who are tempted to think that 
those who stoned to death the first 
martyrs must have been worse men 
than they themselves are, ought to re- 
member that one of those persecutors 
was Saint Paul. 

Let us add one more example, the 
most striking of ail, if the impressive- 
ness of an error is measured by the 
wisdom and virtue of him who falls 
into it. If ever any one, possessed of 
power, had grounds for thinking him- 
self the best and most enlightened 
among his cotemporaries, it was the 
Emperor Marcus Aurelius. Absolute 
monarch of the whole civilized world, 
lie preserved through life not only the 
most unblemished justice, but what 
was less to be expected from his 
Stoical breeding, the teaderest heart. 
The^ few failings which are attributed 
to him, were all on the side of indul- 
gence : while his writings, the highest 
■ethical product of the ancient mind, 
differ scarcely perceptibly, if they differ 
at all, from the most characteristic 
teachings of Christ. This man, a better 
Christian in all hut the dogmatic sense 
of the word, than almost any of the 
ostensibly Christian sovereigns who 
have since reigned, persecuted Chris- 
tianity, Placed at the summit of all 
the previous attainments of humanity, 
with an open, unfettered intellect, and 


a character which led him of himself 
to embody in his moral writings the 
Christian ideal, he yet failed to see 
that Christianity was to be a good and 
not an evil to the world, with hi3 
duties to which he was so deeply 
penetrated. Existing society he knew 
to be in a deplorable state. But such 
as it was, he saw, or thought he saw, 
that it was held together, and pre- 
vented from being worse, by belief 
and reverence of the received divini* 
ties. As a ruler of mankind, he 
deemed it his duty not to suffer society 
to fall in pieces ; and saw not how, if 
its existing ties were removed, any 
others could be formed wbieb could 
again knit it together. The new re- 
ligion openly aimed at dissolving these 
ties: unless, therefore, it was his duty 
to adopt that religion, it seemed to be 
his duty to put it down. Inasmuch 
then as the theology of Christianity 
did not appear, to him true or of divine 
origin ; inasmuch . as this strange his- 
tory of a crucified God was not credible 
to him, and a system which purported 
to rest entirely upon a foundation to 
him so wholly unbelievable, could not 
be foreseen by him to he that renovating 
agency which, after all abatements, it 
has in fact proved to be ; the gentlest 
and most amiable of philosophers and 
rulers, under a solemn sense of duty, 
authorized the persecution of Chris- 
tianity. To my mind, this is one of 
the most tragical facts in all history. 
It is a bitter thought, how , different a 
thing the Christianity of the world 
might have been, if the Christian faith 
had been adopted as the religion of 
the empire under the auspices of Mar- 
cus Aurelius instead of those of Con- 
stantine. But it would be equally 
unjust to him .and false to truth, to 
deny, that no one plea which can be 
urged for punishing anti-Christiai, 
teaching, was .■ wanting to Marcus 
Aurelius for punishing, as he ., did, the 
propagation of Christianity. . Ho 
Christian^ more .firmly believes that 
Atheism is false,- and tends to the dis- 
solution of society, than Marcus Aure- 
lius believed tile same things of Chris- 
tianity ; he who, of .all men then liv- 
ing, might have been thought the mosfc 
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capable of appreciating it. . Unless 
any one who approves of punishment 
for the promulgation of opinions, 
flatters himself that he is a wiser and 
better man than Marcus Aurelius- 
more deeply versed in the wisdom of 
his time, more elevated in his intellect 
above it— more earnest in his search 
for truth, or more single-minded in his 
devotion to it when found; let him 
abstain from that assumption of the 
joint infallibility of himself and the 
multitude, which the great Antoninus 
made with so unfortunate s, result. 

Aware of the impossibility of defend- 
ing the use of punisliment for restrain- 
ing irreligious opinions, by any argu- 
ment which will not justify Marcus 
Antoninus, the enemies of religious 
freedom, when hard pressed, occasion- 
ally accept this consequence, and say, 
with Dr. Johnson, that the persecutors 
of Christianity were in the right ; that 
persecution is an ordeal through which 
truth ought to pass, and always passes 
successfully, legal penalties being, in 
the end, powerless against truth, 
though sometimes beneficially effective 
against mischievous errors. This is a 
form of the argument for religious in- 
tolerance, sufficiently remarkable not 
to be passed without notice. 

A theory which maintains that truth 
may justifiably be persecuted because 
persecution cannot possibly do it any 
harm, cannot he charged with being 
intentionally hostile to the reception 
of new truths ; hut we cannot com- 
mend the generosity of its dealing with 
the persons to whom mankind are in- 
debted for them. To discover to the 
world something which deeply con- 
cerns it, and of which it was previously 
ignorant ; to prove to it that it had 
been mistaken on some vital point of 
temporal or spiritual interest, is as im- 
portant a service as a human being 
can render to his fellow-creatures, and 
in certain cases, as in those of the early 
Christians and of the Reformers, those 
who think with Dr. Johnson believe it 
to have been tbe most precious gift 
which could he bestowed on mankind. 
That the authors of such splendid be- 
nefits should be requited by martyr- 
dom; that their reward shou'd be to 


be dealt with as the vilest of criminals^ 
is not, upon this theory, a deplorable 
error and misfortune, for which hu- 
manity should mourn in sackcloth and 
ashes, hut the normal and justifiable 
state of things. The propounder of a 
new truth, according to this doctrine, 
should stand, as stood, in the legisla- 
tion of the Locrians, the proposer of a 
new law, with a halter round his neck, 
to he instantly tightened if the public 
assembly did not, on hearing his rea- 
sons, then and there adopt his proposi- 
tion. People who defend this mode of 
treating benefactors, cannot be sup- 
posed to set much value on the benefit - r 
and I believe this view of the subject 
is mostly confined to the sort of persons 
who think that new truths may have 
been desirable once, hut that we have 
had enough of them now. 

But, indeed, the dictum that truth 
always triumphs over persecution, is 
one of those pleasant falsehoods which 
men repeat after one another till they 
pass into commonplaces, hut which 
all experience refutes. History teems 
with instances of truth put down by 
persecution. If not suppressed for ever, 
it may be thrown hack for centuries. 
To speak only of religious opinions: 
the Reformation broke out at least 
twenty times before Lu'her, and was 
put down. Arnold of Brescia was put 
down. Fra Dolcino was put down. 
Savonarola was put down. The Albi- 
geois were put down. The Vaudois 
were put down. The Lollards were 
put down. The Hussites were put 
down. Even after the era of Luther, 
wherever persecution was persisted in, 
it was successful. In Spain, Italy., 
Flanders, the Austrian empire, Pro- 
testantism was rooted out ; and, most 
likely, would have been so in England, 
had Queen Mary lived, or Queen Eliza- 
beth died. Persecution has always 
succeeded, save where the heretics 
were too strong a party to he effectu- 
ally persecuted. No reasonable person 
can doubt that Christianity miglt£ 
have been extirpated in the Romau 
Empire. It spread, and became pre- 
dominant, because the persecutions 
were only occasional, lasting but a short 
time, and separated by long intervals 
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of almost undisturbed propagandism. 
It is apiece of idle sentimentality that 
truth, merely as truth, has any inhe- 
rent power denied to error, of prevail- 
ing against the dungeon and the stake. 
Men are not more zealous for truth 
than they often are for error, and a 
sufficient application of legal or even 
of social penalties will generally suc- 
ceed in stopping the propagation. of 
either. The real advantage which 
truth has consists in this, that when 
.an opinion is true, it may be extin- 
guished once, twice, or many times, 
but in the course of ages there will 
generally be found persons to rediscover 
it, until some one of its reappearances 
falls on a time when from favourable 
circumstances it escapes persecution 
until it lias made such head as to with- 
stand all subsequent attempts to sup- 
press it. 

It will be said, that we do not now 
put to death the introducers of new 
opinions : we are not like our fathers 
who slew the prophets, we even build 
sepulchres to them. It is true we no 
longer put heretics to death ; and the 
amount of penal infliction which mo- 
dern feeling would probably tolerate, 
even against the most obnoxious opi- 
nions, is not sufficient to extirpate 
them. But let us not flatter ourselves 
that we are yet free from the stain 
even of legal persecution. Penalties 
for opinion, or at least for its expres- 
sion, still exist by law ; and their en- 
forcement is not, even in these times, 
so unexampled as to make it at all in- 
credible that they may some day he 
revived in full force. In the year 
1857, at the summer assizes of the 
county of -Cornwall, an unfortunate 
man,* said to he of unexceptionable 
conduct iu all relations of life, was sen- 
tenced to twenty-one months’ impri- 
sonment, for uttering, and writing on 
a gate, some offensive words concerning 
Christianity. Within a month of the 
same time,, at the Old Bailey, two per- 
sons, on two separate occasion s,f were 

* Thomas Pooley, Bodmin Assizes, July 
31, 1857. In December following, he received 
& free pardon from the Crown. 

t George Jacob Holyoake, August 17, 1857: 
Edward Truelove, July, 1857. 
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rejected as jurymen, and one of them 
grossly insulted by the judge and by 
one of the counsel, because they ho- 
nestly declared that they had no theo- 
logical belief ; and a third, a foreigner,*' 
for the same reason, was denied justice 
against a thief. This refusal of redress 
took place in virtue of the legal doc- 
trine, that no person can he allowed to 
give evidence in a court of justice, who 
does not profess belief in a God (any 
god is sufficient) and in a future state? 
which is equivalent to declaring sue! 
persons to be outlaws, excluded from 
the protection of the tribunals; who 
may not only be robbed or assaulted 
with impunity, if no one but them- 
selves, or persons of similar opinions, 
be present, but any one else may be 
robbed or assaulted with impunity, it 
the proof of the fact depends on their 
evidence. The assumption on which 
this is grounded, is that the oath is 
worthless, of a person who does not 
believe in a future state ; a proposition 
which betokens much ignorance of his- 
tory in those who assent to it (since it 
is historically true that a large propor- 
tion of infidels in all ages have been 
persons of distinguished integrity and 
honour) ; and would be maintained by 
no one wlio had the smallest concep 
tion how many of the persons in great- 
est repute with the world, both fcu- 
virtues and attainments, are well 
known', at least to their intimates, to 
be. unbelievers. The rule, besides, is 
suicidal, and cuts away its own foun- 
dation. Under pretence that atheists 
must be liars, it admits the testimony 
of all atheists who are willing to lie t 
and rejects only those who brave the 
obloquy of publicly confessing a de- 
tested creed rattier than affirm a false- 
hood. . A rule thus self-convicted of 
absurdity so far as regards its professed 
purpose, can be kept in force only as a 
badge of hatred, a relic of persecution; 
a persecution, too, having the peculi- 
arity, that, the qualification for under- 
going it, is the being clearly proved 
not to deserve it. The rule, and the 
theory it implies, are hardly less in- 
sulting to believers than to infidels. 

* Baron de Gleichen, Marlborough- street 
Police Court, August 4, 1357. 

C 
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For if he who does not believe in a 
future state, necessarily lies, it follows 
that they who do believe are only pre- 
vented from lying, if prevented they 
are, by the fear of hell. We will not 
do the authors and abettors of the rule 
the injury of supposing, that the con- 
ception which they have formed of 
Christian virtue is drawn from their 
own consciousness. 

These, indeed, are hut rags and 
remnants of persecution, and may be 
thought to he not so much an indica- 
tion of the wish to persecute, as an ex- 
ample of that very frequent infirmity of 
English minds, which mates them 
take a preposterous pleasure in the as- 
sertion of a bad principle, when . they 
are no longer had enough to desire to 
carry it really into practice. But un- 
happily there is no security in the state 
of the public mind, that the suspen- 
sion of worse forms of legal perse- 
cution, which has lasted for about the 
space of a generation, will continue. 
In this age the quiet surface of routine 
is as often ruffled by attempts to resus- 
citate past evils, as to introduce new 
benefits. What is boasted of at the 
present time as the revival of religion, 
is always, in narrow and uncultivated 
minds, at least as much the revival of 
bigotry ; and where there is the strong 
permanent leaven of intolerance in the 
feelings of a people, which at all times 
abides in the middle classes of this 
country, it needs but little to provoke 
them into actively persecuting those 
■whom they have never ceased to think 
proper objects of persecution.* For 

* Ample warning may be drawn from the 
large infusion of the passions of a perse- 
cutor, which mingled with the general dis- 
play of the worst parts of our national cha- 
racter on the occasion of the Sepoy insurrec - 
tion. The ravings of fanatics or charlatans 
from the pulpit may be unworthy of notice ; 
hut the heads of the Evangelical party have 
announced as their principle for the govern- 
ment of Hindoos and Mahornedans, that no 
schools be supported by public money in 
which the Bible is not taught, and by neces- 
sary consequence that no public employment 
be given to any but real or pretended Chris- 
tians. An Under-Secretary of State, in a 
'speech delivered to his constituents on the 
12th of November, 1857, is reported to have 
*aid: ‘Toleration of their faith’ (the faith 
of a hundred millions of British subjects), 
the supsrsr.it' on which they called religion. 


it is this — it is the opinions men enter* 
tain, and the feelings they cherish, re- 
specting those who disown the beliefs- 
tney deem important, which makes- 
this country not a place of mental free- 
dom. For a long time past, the chief 
mischief of the legal penalties is that 
they strengthen the social stigma. It 
is that stigma which is realty effective, 
and so effective is it, that the profession 
of opinions which are under the ban of 
society is much less common in Eng- 
land, than is, in many other countries, 
the avowal of those which incur risk 
of judicial punishment. In respect to- 
ad persons but those whose pecuniary 
circumstances make them independent 
of the good will of other people, opi- 
nion, on this subject, is as efficacious as 
law ; men might as well be imprisoned, 
as excluded from the means of earning 
their bread. Those whose bread is- 
already secured, and who desire no 
favours from men in power, or from 
bodies of men, or from the public, have 
nothing to fear from the open avowal 
of any opinions, but to be ill-thought 
of and ill-spoken of, and this it ought 
not to require a very heroic mould to 
enable them to bear. There is no- 
room for any appeal ad miser icordictm 
in behalf of such persons. But though 
we do nffl; now inflict so much evil on 
those who think differently from us, as 
it was formerly our custom to do, it 
may be that we do ourselves as much 
evil as ever by our treatment of them. 
Socrates was put to death, but the 

by the British Government, had had the 
effect of retarding the ascendancy of the- 
British name, and preventing the salutary 

growth of Christianity Toleration 

was the great corner-stone of the religious 
liberties of this country ; but do not let them 
abuse that precious word toleration. As he 
understood it, it meant the complete liberty 
to all, freedom of worship, among Christians, 
who worshipped upon the same foundation . 
It meant toleration of all sects and denomi- 
nations of Christians who belieoed in the one 
mediation .’ I desire to call attention to the 
fact, that a man who has been deemed fit to 
I fill a high office in the government of this 
country under a liberal Ministry, maintains 
the doctrine that all who do not believe in 
the divinity of Christ are beyond the paie of 
toleration. Who, after this imbecile dis- 
play, can indulge the illusion that religious.- 
persecution has passed away, never to re- 
turn ? 
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Socratic philosophy rose like the sun 
in heaven, and spread its illumination 
over the whole intellectual firmament. 
Christians were cast to the lions, but 
the Christian church grew up a stately 
and spreading tree, overtopping the 
older and less vigorous growths, and 
stifling them by its shade. Our merely 
social intolerance kills no one, roots 
out no opinions, hut induces men to 
disguise them, or to abstain from any 
active effort for their diffusion. With 
as, heretical opinions do not perceptibly 
gain, or even lose, ground in each de- 
cade or generation; they never blaze 
out far and wide, but continue to 
smoulder in the narrow circles of 
thinking and studious persons among 
whom they originate, without ever 
lighting up the general affairs of man- 
kind with either a true or a deceptive 
light. And thus is kept up a state of 
things very satisfactory to some minds, 
because, without the unpleasant pro- 
cess of fining or imprisoning anybody, 
it maintains all prevailing opinions out- 
wardly undisturbed, while it does not 
absolutely interdict the exercise of rea- 
son by dissentients afflicted with the 
malady of thought. A convenient plan 
for having peace in the intellectual 
world, and keeping all things going on 
therein very much as they do already. 
But the price paid for this sort of intel- 
lectual pacification, is the sacrifice of 
the entire moral courage of the human 
mind. A state of things in which a 
large portion of the most active and 
inquiring intellects find it advisable to 
keep the general principles and grounds 
of their convictions wuhin their own 
breasts, and attempt, in what they 
address to the public, to fit as much 
as they can of their own conclusions to 
premises which they have internally 
renounced, cannot send forth the open, , 
fearless character*, and logical, con- 
sistent intellects who once adorned the 
thinking world. The sort of m<*n who 
tan be looked for under it, are either 
mere conformers to common-place, or 
time-servers for truth, whose arguments 
on all great subjects are meant for their 
hearers, and are not those which have 
convinced themselves. Those who 
avoid this alternative, do so by nar- 
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rowing their thoughts and interest to 
things which can be spoken of without 
venturing within the region of prin- 
ciples, that is, to small practical mat- 
ters, which would come right of them- 
selves, if hut the minds of mankind 
were strengthened and enlarged, and 
which will never be made effectually 
right until then : while that which 
would strengthen and enlarge men's 
minds, free and daring speculation on 
the highest subjects, is abandoned. 

Those in whose eyes this reticence 
on the part of heretics is no evil, should 
consider in the first place, that in con- 
sequence of it there is never any fair 
and . thorough discussion of heretical 
opinions ; and that such of them as 
could not stand such a discussion, 
though they may be prevented from 
spreading, do not disappear. But it is 
not the minds of heretics that are dete- 
riorated most, by the ban placed on afl 
inquiry which does not end in th<. 
orthodox conclusions. The greatest 
harm done is to those who are not 
heretics, and whose whole mental deve- 
lopment is cramped, and their reason 
cowed, by the fear of heresy. Who 
can compute what the world loses m 
the multitude of promising intellects 
combined with timid characters, who 
dare not follow out any bold, vigorous, 
independent train of thought, lest it 
should land them in something which 
would admit of being considered irre- 
ligious or immoral ? Among them we 
may occasionally see some man of deep 
conscientiousness, and subtle and re- 
fined understanding, who spends a life 
in sophisticating with an intellect which 
he cannot silence, and exhausts the 
resources^ of ingenuity in attempting 
to reconcile the promptings of his con- 
science and reason with orthodoxy, 
which yet he does not, perhaps, to the 
end succeed in doing. No one can be 
a great thinker who does not recognise, 
that as a thinker it is his first duty to 
follow his intellect to whatever con- 
clusions it may lead. Truth gains more 
even by the errors of one who, with duo 
study and preparation, thinks for him- 
self, than by the true opinions of those 
who only hold them because they do 
not suffer themselves to think. No* 

o 2 
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that it is solely, or chiefly, to form great 
thinkers, that freedom of thinking is 
required. On the contrary, it is as 
much and even more indispensable, to 
enable average human beings to attain 
the mental stature which they are 
capable of. There have been, and may 
again he, great individual thinkers, in 
a general atmosphere of mental slavery. 
But there never has been, nor ever will 
he, in that atmosphere, an intellectually 
active people. Where any people has 
made a temporary approach to such a 
character, it has been because the 
dread of heterodox speculation was for 
a time suspended. Where there is a 
tacit convention that principles are not 
to he disputed; where the discussion 
of the greatest questions which can 
occupy humanity is considered to he 
closed, we cannot hope to find that 
generally high scale of mental activity 
which has made some periods of his tot y 
so remarkable. Never when contio- 
versy avoided the subjects which are 
large and important enough to kindle 
enthusiasm, was the mind, of a people 
stirred up from its foundations, and the 
impulse given which raised even per- 
sons of the most ordinary intellect to 
something of the dignity of thinking 
beings. Of such we have had an ex- 
ample in the condition of Europe during 
the times immediately following the 
Reformation; another, though limited 
to the Continent and to a more culti- 
vated class, in the speculative move- 
ment of the latter half of the eighteenth 
century; and a third, of Still briefer 
duration, in the intellectual fermenta- 
tion of Germany during the Goethian 
and Fichtean period. These periods 
differed widely in the particular opi- 
nions which they developed ; but were 
alike in this, that during all three the 
yoke of authority was broken. In each, 
an old mental * despotism had been 
thrown off, and no new one had yet 
taken its place. . The impulse given at 
these three periods has made Europe 
what it now is. Every single improve- 
ment which has taken place either in 
the human mind or in institutions, may 
be traced distinctly to one or other of 
them. Appearances have for some time 
mdicated that all three impulses are 


well nigh spent; and we can expect 
no fresh start, until we again assert our 
mental freedom. 

Let us now pass to the second divi- 
sion of the argument, and dismissing 
the supposition that any of the received 
opinions may be false, let us assume 
them to be true, and examine into the 
worth of the manner in which they are 
likely to be held, when tHhir truth is 
not freely and openly canvassed. How- 
ever unwillingly a person who has a 
strong opinion may admit the possibility 
that his opinion may be false, he ought 
to be moved by the consideration that 
however true it may he, if it is not fully, 
frequently, and fearlessly discussed, it 
will be held as a dead dogma, not a 
living truth. 

There is a class of persons (happily 
not quite so numerous as formerly) who 
j think it enough if a person assents un- 
doubtingly to what they think true, 
though he has no knowledge whatever 
of the grounds of the opinion, and could 
not make a tenable defence of it against 
the most superficial objections. Such 
persons, if they can once get their creed 
taught from authority, naturally think 
that no good, and some harm, comes 
of its being allowed to be questioned. 
Where their influence prevails, they 
make it yearly impossible for the re- 
ceived opinion to be rejected wisely and 
considerately, though it may still be 
rejected rashly and ignorantly ; for to 
shut out discussion en’irely is seldom 
possible, and when it once gets in, be- 
liefs not grounded on conviction are apt 
to give way before the slightest sem- 
blance of an argument. Waving, how- 
ever, this possibility — assuming that 
the true opinion abides in the mind, 
but abides as a prejudice, a belief inde- 
pendent of, and proof against, argu- 
ment — this is not the way in which 
truth ought to be held by a rational 
being. This is not knowing the truth. 
Truth, thus held, is but one supersti- 
tion the more, accidentally clinging to 
the words which enunciate a truth. 

If the intellect and judgment of man- 
kind ought to be cultivated, a thing 
which Protestants at least do not deny, 
on what can these faculties be more 
appropriately exercised by any on«* 
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than on the things which concern him 
go much that it is considered neces- 
sary for him to hold opinions on them ? 
If the cultivation of the understanding 
consists in one thing more than in 
another, it is surely in learning the 
grounds of one’s own opinions. . What- 
ever people believe, on subjects on 
which it is of the first importance to 
believe rightly, they ought to be able 
to defend against at least the common 
objections. But, some one may say, 
4 Let them be taught the grounds of 
their opinions. It does not follow that 
opinions must be merely parroted be- 
cause they are never heard contro- 
verted. Persons who learn geometry 
do not simply commit the theorems to 
memory, but understand and learn like- 
wise the demonstrations ; and it would 
he absurd to say that they remain 
Ignorant of the grounds of geometrical 
truths, because they never hear any 
one deny, and attempt to disprove 
them.’ Undoubtedly : and such teach- 
ing suffices on a subject like mathe- 
matics, where there is nothing at all to 
be said on the wrong side of the ques- 
tion. The peculiarity of the evidence 
of mathematical truths is, that all the 
argument is on one side. There are 
no objections, and no answefs to ob- 
jections. But on every subject^ on 
which difference of opinion is possible, 
the truth depends on a balance to be 
struck between two sets of conflict- 
ing reasons. Even in natural philo- 
sophy, there is always some other ex- 
planation possible of the same facts ; 
some geocentric theory instead of helio- 
centric, some phlogiston instead of 
oxygen ; and it has to be shown why 
that other theory cannot he the true 
one : and until this is shown, and until 
we know how it . is shown, we do not 
understand the grounds of our opinion. 
But when we turn to subjects infinitely 
more complicated, to morals, religion, 
politics, social relations, and the busi- 
ness of life, three-fourths of the argu- 
ments for every disputed opinion con- 
sist in dispelling the appearances 
which favour some opinion different 
from it. The greatest orator, save one, 
of antiquity, lias left it on record that 
he always studied his adversary’s case 


with as great, if not still greater, in- 
tensity than even his own. What Cicero 
practised as the means of forensic suc- 
cess, requires to be imitated by all who 
studv any subject in order to arrive at 
the truth. He who knows only his own 
side of the case, knows little of that. 
His reasons may be good, and no one 
may have been able to refute them. 
But if he is equally unable to refute 
the reasons on the opposite side if he 
does not so much as know what they 
are, he has no ground for preferring 
either opinion. The rational position 
for him would he suspension of judg- 
ment, and unless he contents himself 
with that, he is either led by authority, 
or adopts, like the generality of the 
world, the side to which he feels most 
inclination. Nor is it enough that he 
should hear the arguments of adver- 
saries from his own teachers, presented 
as they state them, and accompanied 
by what they offer as refutations. That 
is not the way to do justice to the argu- 
ments, or bring them into real contact 
with his own mind. He must be able 
to hear them from persons who actually 
believe them ; who defend them in 
earnest, and do their very utmost fop 
them. He must know them in the^r 
most plausible and persuasive form ; he 
must feel the whole force of the diffi- 
culty which the true view of the subject 
has to encounter and dispose of ; else 
he will never really possess himself of 
the portion of truth which meets and 
removes that difficulty. Ninety-nine 
in a hundred of what are called edu- 
cated men are in this condition ; even 
of those who can argue fluently for 
their opinions. Their conclusion may 
be true, hut it might he false for any- 
thing they know: they have never 
thrown themselves into the mental 
position of those who think differently 
from them, and considered what such 
persons may have to say ; and conse- 
quently they do noc, in any proper 
sense of the word, know the. doctrine 
which they themselves profess. They 
do not know those parts of it which ex- 
plain and justify the remainder ; the 
considerations which show that a fact 
which seemingly conflicts with another 
is reconcilable with it, or that, of two 
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apparently strong reasons, one and not 
the other ought to he preferred. All 
that part of the truth which turns the 
scale, and decides the judgment of a 
completely informed mind, they are 
strangers to ; nor is it ever really 
known, hut to those who hare attended 
equally and impartially to both sides, ( 
and endeavoured to see the reasons of 
both in the strongest light. So essential 
is this discipline to a real understand- 
ing of moral and human subjects, that 
if opponents of all important truths do 
not exist, it is indispensable to imagine 
them, and supply them with the 
strongest arguments which the most 
skilful devils advocate can conjure up. 

To abate the force of these considera- 
tions, an enemy of free discussion may 
he supposed to say, that there is no 
necessity for mankind in general to 
know and understand all that can be 
said against or for their opinions by 
philosophers and theologians. That it 
is not needful for common men to be 
able to expose all the misstatements or 
fallacies of an ingenious opponent. 
That it is enough If there is always 
somebpdy capable of answering them, 
so that nothing likely to mislead un- 
instructed persons remains pnrefuted. 
That simple ■ minds, having been 
taught the obvious grounds of the 
truths inculcated on them, may trust 
to authority for the rest^ and being 
aware that they have neither know- 
ledge nor talent to resolve every diffi- 
culty which can he raised, may repose 
In the assurance that all those which 
have heen raised have been or can he 
rmswered, by those who are specially 
trained to the task. 

Conceding to this view of the subject 
the utmost that can be claimed for 
it by those most easily satisfied with 
the amount of understanding of truth 
which ought to accompany the belief 
of it; even so, [the argument for free 
discussion is nb way weakened. For 
even this doctrine acknowledges that 
mankind ought to have a rational as- 
surance that all objections have been 
satisfactorily answered ; and how are 
they to be answered if that which re- 
quires to he answered is not spoken ? 
or how can the answer he known to be 


satisfactory, if the objectors have no 
opportunity of showing that it is un- 
satisfactory? If not the public, at 
least the philosophers and theologians 
who are to resolve the difficulties, 
must make themselves familiar with 
those difficulties in their most puzzling 
form ; and this cannot be accomplished 
unless they are freely stated, and placed 
in the most advantageous light which 
they admit of. The Catholic Church 
has its own way of dealing with this 
embarrassing problem. It makes a 
broad separation between those who 
can he permitted to receive its doctrines 
on conviction, and those who must 
accept them on trust. Neither, indeed, 
are allowed any choice as to what they 
will accept; hut the clergy, such at 
least as can he fully confided in, may 
admissibly and meritoriously make 
themselves acquainted with the argu- 
ments of opponents, in order to answer 
them, and may, therefore, readheretical 
hooks ; the laity, not unless by special 
ermission, hard to he obtained. This 
iscipline recognises a knowledge of 
the enemy’s case as beneficial to the 
teachers, but finds means, consistent 
with this, of denying It to the rest of 
the world : thus giving to the elite 
more mental culture, though not more 
mental freedom, than it allows to the 
mass. By this device it succeeds in 
obtaining the kind of mental superiority 
which its purposes require ; for though 
culture without freedom never made a 
large and liberal mind, it can make a 
clever nisi prius advocate of a cause. 
But in countries professing Protestant- 
ism, this resource is denied ; since 
Protestants hold, at least in theory, 
that the responsibility for the choice 
of a religion must be borne by each for 
himself, and cannot be thrown ofl 
upon teachers. Besides, in the present 
state of the world, it is practically im- 
possible that writings which are read 
by the instructed can be kept from the 
uninstructed. If the teachers of man- 
kind are to he cognisant of all that 
they ought to know, everything must 
be free to he written and published 
without restraint. 

If, however, the mischievous opera- 
tion of the absence of free discussion. 



‘when the received opinions are true, 
were confined to leaving men.ignoraiit 
of the grounds of those opinions, it 
might be thought that .this, if an intel- 
lectual, is no moral evil, and does not 
affect the w T orth of the opinions, regar- 
ded in their influence on the character. 
The fact, however, is, that not only the 
grounds of the opinion are forgotten m 
the absence of discussion, hut too oiten 
the meaning of the opinion itself. Ihe 
words which convey it, cease to sugges 
ideas, or suggest only a small portion 
•of those they were originally employed 
to communicate. . Instead, of a vivid 
conception and a living belief, there re- 
main only a few phrases retained by 
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dissentients (if there be sncli) mth ar- 
guments in its favour. From this time 
may usually be dated the. decline mth 
living power of the doctrine. We often 
hear the teachers of all creeds lament- 
ing the difficulty of beeping up in the 
minds of believers a lively apprehension 
of the truth which they nominally re- 
cognise, so that it may penetra e e 
feelings, and acquire a real mastery- 
over the conduct, ho such difficulty 
is complained of while the creed is still 
fighting for its existence : even the 
weaker combatants then know and leej 
w T hat they are fighting for, and the cat 
ference between it and other doctrines ; 

main only a few phrases I f^^^otafew persons may be found, 

rote; or, if any part, the shell _ and husk istonce, > Jj tg fundamental pr i„. 

■only of tbe meaning is Earned, A° g in all tte forms 0 f thought, have 

faner essence being lost ^he gr P. 1 ^ and oons ia e red them in all 
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almost all ethical doctnnes and religious pi odnoe in a has S come to he 

S^tawVtae “hf SSS In herediS and to he received 

them Jand fo the feet disci E les°of the passively, not actively-^hen themmA-- 
Sators. Their meaning continues is no longer compelled m the same de 
to he felt in undiminished strength, gree as at first, to exeic.se its virai 

and is perhaps brought out into even powers on ‘ f e ;^there is a progressive 
fuller consciousness, so long as the lief presents to it >thei« iis a piogressiv 

l lcro .] e io S tq to give the dextrine or tendency to forget all of t . . , q, 

creed°L ascendancy over other creeds, ceptl the formularies or :to igivc srtrMl 
At last it either prevails, and becomes and torpid assent, as : if a P n J ^ 

+L jypneral ooinion or its progress trust dispensed with the necessity, oi 
Itopsftt kfeps possession of Aground realising it in consciousness or tostinj 
it fas gained, hut ceases to spread fur- it by personal experience ^ until it . - 
ther. S When either of these results has most ceases to connect! tumtli being 

become apparent, controversy on the the inner llfe °f freauent in 

snbiect flags and gradually dies away. Then are seen the cases, so irequent in 

The dLtrile has token it/place if not this age of * 0S “°el ^ Z 

.as a received opinion, as one of the ad- the. majori y, A ,-r mind in- 

mitted sects or divisions of opinion : mams as it were outside the mind, m 

thosewho hold it have generally in- crusting and P e *£^ 

herited not adopted it ; and conversion other influences addressed to the hi^li 
from one of these doctrines to another, parts of our nature; * d 

being 0 now' an exceptional fact, occupies power by not suffering any ireshanA 
little^ place in the tLnghts of their pro- living conviction to get in tet itself 
lessors. Instead of being as at first doing nothing for tto^ nr^hea^ 
constantly on the alert either to defend except standing sentinel over mem w> 
themselves against the world, or to keep them vacant. . „ 

brill 0, the world over to them, they have . To what an extent doctrines intn 

subsided into acquiescence, and neither sically fitted to make the deepest 1m- 
listen when they can help it, to argu- pression upon the mind may remain in 
ijnents against their creed, nor trouble I it as dead beliefs, without being ever 
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•eahzed in the imagination, the feel- 
ings, or the understanding, is exempli- 
fied by the manner in which the majo- 
rity of believers hold the doctrines of 
Christianity. By Christianity I here 
mean what is accounted such by all 
churches and sects— the maxims and 
precepts contained in the New Testa- 
ment. These are considered sacred, 
and accepted as laws, by all professing 
Christians. Yet it is scarcely too much 
to say that not one Christian in a thou- 
sand guides or tests his individual con- 
duct "by reference to those laws. The 
standard to which he does refer it, is 
the custom of his nation, his class, or 
his religious profession. He has thus, 
on the one hand, a collection of ethical 
maxims, which he believes to have been 
"vouchsafed to him by infallible wisdom 
as rules for his government ; and on 
the other a set of every-day judgments 
and practices, which go a certain length 
with some of those maxims, not so great 
a length with others, stand in direct 
opposition to some, and are, on the 
whole, a compromise between the Chris- 
tian creed and the interests and sug- 
gestions of worldly life. To the first 
of these standards he gives his homage; 
to the other his real allegiance. All 
Christians believe that the blessed are 
the poor and humble, and those who 
are ill-used by the world ; that it is 
easier for a camel to pass through the 
- eye of a needle than for a rich man to 
enter the kingdom of heaven ; that they 
should judge not, lest they he judged ; 
that they should swear not at all ; that 
they should love their neighbour as 
themselves ; that if one take their cloak, 
they should give him tlieir coat also ; 
that they should take no thought for 
the morrow ; that if they would he per- 
fect they should sell all that they have 
and give it to the poor. They are not 
Insincere when they say that they be- 
lieve these things. They do believe 
them, as people believe what thevjhave 
always heard lauded and never discus- 
sed. But in the sense of that living 
belief which regulates conduct, they be- 
lieve these doctrines just up to the 
point to which it is usual to act upon 
them. The doctrines in their integrity 
are seiviceable to pelt adversaries with; 


and it is understood that they are to he 
put forward (when possible) as the rea- 
sons for whatever people do that they 
think laudable. But any one who re- 
minded them that the maxims require 
an infinity of things which they never 
even think of doing, would gain no- 
thing but to be classed among those- 
very unpopular characters who affect 
to be better than other people. The 
doctrines have no hold on ordinary be- 
lievers — are not a power in their minds. 
They have an habitual respect for the- 
sound of them, but no feeling which, 
spreads from the words to the thing* 
signified, and forces the mind to take 
them in, and make them conform to the 
formula. Whenever conduct is con- 
cerned, they look round for Mr. A and 
B to direct "them how far to go in obey- 
ing Christ. 

Now we may he well assured that 
the case was not thus, but far other- 
wise, with the early Christians. Had 
it been thus, Christianity never would 
have expanded from an obscure sect of 
the despised Hebrews into the religion, 
of the Roman empire. When their 
enemies said, 1 See how these Chris- 
tians love one another * (a remark not 
likely to be made by anybody now), 
they assuredly had a much livelier feel- 
ing of the meaning of their creed than, 
they have ever had since. And to this 
cause, probably, it is chiefly owing that 
Christianity now’ makes so little pro- 
gress in extending its domain, and after 
eighteen centuries, is still nearly con- 
fined to Europeans and the descendants 
of Europeans. Even with the strictly 
religious, who are much in earnest 
about their doctrines, and attach a 
greater amount of meaning to many of 
them than people in general, it com- 
monly happens that the part which is 
thus comparatively active in their 
minds is that which was made by Cal- 
vin, or Knox, or some such person much 
nearer in character to themselves. The 
sayings of Christ coexist passively in 
their minds, producing hardly any ef- 
fect beyond wbat is caused by mere lis- 
tening to words so amiable and bland. 
There are many reasons, doubtless, why 
doctrines Wmich are the badge of a sect 
retain more of their vitality than those 



OF THE LIBERTY OF THOUGHT AND DISCUSSION. 25 


common to all recognisedsects, and why 
more pains are taken by teachers to 
keep their meaning alive ; but one rea- 
son certainly is, that the peculiar doc- 
trines are more questioned, and have 
to be oftener defended against open 
gainsayers. Both teachers and learners 
go to sleep at their post, as soon as 
there is no enemy in the field. 

The same thing holds true, gene- 
rally speaking, of all traditional doc- 
trines — those of prudence and know- 
ledge of life, as well as of morals or 
religion. All languages and litera- 
tures are full of general observations 
on life, both as to what it is, and how 
to conduct oneself in it ; observations 
which everybody knows, which every- 
body repeats, or hears with acquies- 
cence, which are received as truisms, 
yet of which most people first truly 
learn the meaning, when experience, 
generally of a painful kind, has made 
it a reality to them. How often, when 
smarting under some unforeseen mis- 
fortune or disappointment, does a per- 
son call to mind some proverb or com- 
mon saying, familiar to him all his t 
life, the meaning of which, if he had 
ever before felt it as he does now, 
would have saved him from the cala- 
mity. There are indeed reasons for 
this, other than the absence ot '’discus- 
sion : there are many, truths of which 
the full meaning cannot he realized, 
until personal experience has brought 
it home. But much more of the mean- 
ing even of these would have been 
understood, and what was understood 
would have been far more deeply im- 
pressed on the mind, if the man had 
been accustomed to hear it argued pro 
and con by people who did understand 
it. The fatal tendency of mankind to 
leave off thinking about aching when 
it is no longer doubtful, is the cause 
of half their errors. A cotemporary 
author has well spoken of £ the deep 
slumber of a decided opinion.’ 

But what ! (it may be asked) Is the 
absence of unanimity an indispensable 
condition of true knowledge ? Is it 
necessary that some part of mankind 
should persist in error, to enable any 
to realize the truth? Does a belief 
cease to be real and vital as soon as it 


is generally received — and is a propo- 
sition never thoroughly understood 
and felt unless some doubt .of it re- 
mains ? As soon as mankind have 
unanimously accepted, a truth, does 
the truth perish within them? The 
highest aim and best result’ of im- 
proved intelligence, it has hitherto 
been thought, is to unite mankind 
more and more in the acknowledg- 
ment of all important truths : and does 
the intelligence only last as long as it 
has not achieved its object ? Do the 
fruits of conquest perish by the very 
completeness of the victory ? 

I affirm no such thing. As man- 
kind improve, the number of doctrines 
which are no longer disputed or doubted 
will he constantly on the increase: 
and the well-being of mankind may 
almost he measured by the number 
and gravity of the truths which have 
reached the point of being uncontested. 
The cessation, on one question, after 
another, of serious controversy, is one 
of the necessary incidents of the con- 
solidation of opinion ; a consolidation., 
as salutary in the case of true opinions, 
as it is dangerous and noxious ■when 
the opinions are erroneous. But 
though this gradual narrowing of the 
hounds of diversity of opinion is neces- 
sary in both senses of the term, being 
at once inevitable and indispensable* 
we are not therefore obliged to conclude 
that all its consequences must be bene- 
ficial. The loss of so important an aid 
to the intelligent and living apprehen- 
sion of a truth, as is afforded by the ne- 
cessity of explaining it to, or defending 
it against, opponents, though not siit- 
ficient to outweigh, is no trifling, draw- 
back from, the benefit of its universal 
recognition. Where this advantage 
can no longer he had, I confess I 
should like to see the teachers of man- 
kind endeavouring to provide a sub- 
stitute for -it ; some contrivance for 
making the difficulties of the question 
as present to the learner’s conscious- 
ness, as if they were pressed upon him 
by a dissentient champion, eager for 
his conversion. 

But instead of seeking contrivances 
for this purpose, they have lost those 
they formerly had. The Socratic diar 
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lectics, so magnificently exemplified in 
the dialogues of Plato, were a contri- 
vance of this description. They were 
essentially a negative^ discussion of the 
great questions of philosophy and life, 
directed with consummate skill to the 
purpose of convincing any one who 
had merely adopted the commonplaces 
of received opinion, that he did not 
understand the subject — that he as 
yet attached no definite meaning to 
the doctrines he professed in order 
that, "becoming aware of his ignorance, 
he might be put in the way to obtain 
a stable belief, resting on a clear ap- 
prehension both of the meaning of 
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any positive knowledge or conviction 
worthy the name, it cannot he valued 
too highly ; and until people are again 
systematically trained to it, there will 
he few great thinkers, and a low gene- 
ral average of intellect, in any but the 
mathematical and physical depart- 
ments of speculation. On any other 
subject no one’s opinions* deserve the 
name of knowledge, except so far as 
he has either had forced upon him by 
others, or gone through of himself, the 
same mental process which would have 
been required of him in carrying on 
an active controversy with opponents. 
That, therefore, which when absent, it 


prehension both ot tne meaning w ^ , 

doctrines and of their evidence. The is so indispensable, hut so difficult, to 
school disputations of the Middle Ages create, how worse than absurd it is to 
had a somewhat similar object. They forego, when spontaneously offering it- 
were intended to make sure that the self! If there are any P ers ^w^ 
pupil understood his own opinion, and contest a received opinion or who wih 
fby necessary correlation) the opinion do so if law or opinion wiU let them 
opposed to it and could enforce the let us thank them for it, op . 
-mounds of the one and confute those minds to listen to them, and rejoi 
of the other These last-mentioned that there is some one to do for xa 
contests had indeed the incurable de- what we otherwise ought, ^ ™ 
feet that the premises appealed to any regard for either the certainty or 
taken from authority^ from , the -vitality of our -n— t 0 ^ 
reason ; and, as a discipline to the with much gieater lahom tor onr 
mind, they were in every respect mfe- selves. 

foroid the mtXcte of'thUsoCTatioi It still remains to speak of one of 
viri •’ but the modern mind owes far the prlhcipal causes which ma le ver- 
more to both than it is generally wil- sity of opinion advantageous and wdl 
li n <r to admit, and the present modes continue to do so until mankind shall 
■of education contain nothing which in have entered a stage of mtellec 
_ e-mollpQt dem-ee supplies the place advancement which at present seems 
tlw tt ofe orTthe%ther P A at an incalculable distance. We have 
■t>erson who derives all his instruction hitherto considered only two possihdi- 
C teachers T hooks, even if he ties : that the received opinion may 
STpe *e besetting temptation of l. filae, andjome other 
contenting himself with cram, is under sequently, true , or that, the ™=ei 
no comptfsion to hear both sides ; ac- opinion Being true * fte 
cordinelv it is far from a frequent opposite error is essential to a clear 
aecomnlishment even among thinkers, apprehension and deep feehn B of 
SSk rides and the weakest truth. But there is a commoner case 

of what everybody says in defence than either of these; when the con- 
pait oi wfcat eveiyo y y flictine doctrines, instead of being one 


of his opinion, is what he intends as a 
reply to antagonists. It is the fashion 
■of the present time to disparage nega- 
tive logic — that which points out 
-weaknesses in theory^ or errors in 
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flicting doctrines, instead of being one 
true and the other false, share the 
truth between them ; and the noncon- 
forming opinion is needed to supply 
the remainder of the truth, of which 
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They are a part of the truth; some- and philosophy, and while greatly 
times a greater, sometimes a smaller overrating the amount of uni 1 ken ess 
part, hut exaggerated, distorted, and between the .men of modern and those 
disjoined from the truths by which of ancient times, indulged the belief 
they ought to he accompanied and that the whole of the difference was m 
limited. Heretical opinions, on the their own favour; with what a salu- 
other hand, are generally some of these tary shock did the paradoxes of Kons- 
suppressed and neglected truths, hurst- seau explode like bombshells in the 
ing the bondsVhich kept them down, midst, dislocating the compact mass 
and either seeking reconciliation with of one-sided opinion, and forcing its 
the truth contained in the common elements to recombine in a better form 
opinion, or fronting it as enemies, and with additional ingredients. Not 
and setting themselves up, with that the current opinions were on the 
similar exclusiveness, as the whole whole farther from the truth than 
truth. The latter ease is hitherto the Rousseau’s were ; on the contrary, 
iiiost frequent, as, in the human mind, they were nearer to it; they contained 
one-sidedness has , always been the more of positive truth, and very much 
rule, and many-sidedness the exeep- less of error. Nevertheless there lay 
tion. Hence, even in revolutions of in Rousseau’s doctrine, and has floated 
opinion, one part of the truth usually down the stream of opinion along with 
sets while another rises. Even pro- it, a considerable amount of exactly 
gress, which ought to superadd, for the those truths which the popular opinion . 
most part only substitutes, one partial wanted ; and these are the deposit 
and incomplete truth for another ; im- which was left behind when the flood 
provement consisting chiefly in this, subsided. The superior worth of sim- 
ihat the new fragment of truth is more plicity of life, the enervating and de- 
wanted, more adapted to the needs of moralizing effect of the trammels and '-., 
the time, than that which it displaces, hypocrisies of artificial society, . are 
Such being the partial character of ideas which have never been entirely 
prevailing opinions, even when resting absent from cultivated minds since 
on a true foundation, every opinion Rousseau wrote ; and they will in time 
which embodies somewhat the produce their due effect, though at 
portion of truth which the common present needing to be asserted as 
opinion omits, ought to he considered much as ever, and to. be asserted by 
precious, with whatever amount of deeds, for words, on this subject, have 
error and confusion that truth may he nearly exhausted their .power, 
blended. No sober judge of human In politics, again, it is almost a 
affairs will feel hound to be indignant commonplace, that a party of order or 
because those who force on our notice stability, and a party of progress or re- 
truths which we should otherwise have form, are both necessary elements of a 
overlooked, overlook some of those healthy state of political life; until 
which we see. Rather, he will think the one or the other shall have so en- 
that so long as popular truth is one- larged its mental grasp as to be a 
sided, it is more desirable than other- party equally of order and of progress, 
wise that unpopular truth should have knowing and distinguishing what is 
one-sided assertors too ; such being fit to he preserved from what ought to 
usually the most energetic, and the be swept away. Each of these modes 
most likely to compel reluctant atten- of thinking derives its utility from the 
tion to the fragment of wisdom which deficiencies of the other ; hut it is in a 
they proclaim as if it were the whole, great measure the opposition of the 
Thus, in the eighteenth century, other that keeps each within the limits 
when nearly all the instructed, and all of reason and sanity. Unless opinions 
those of the uninstructed who were led favourable to democracy and to aris- 
by them, were lost in admiration of tocracy, to property and to equality, 
what is called civilization, and of the to co-operation and to competition, to 
marvels of modem science, literature, luxury and to abstinence, to sociality 



28 OF THE LIBERTY OF THOUGHT AND DISCUSSION. 

individuality, to liberty and dis- 
cipline, and all tlie other standing an- 


tagonisms of practical life, are ex- 
pressed with equal freedom, and 
enforced and defended with equal 
talent and energy, there is no chance 
of both elements obtaining their due ; 
one scale is sure to go up, and the 
other down. Truth, in the great prac- 
tical concerns of life, is so much a 
question of the reconciling and com- 
bining of opposites, that very few have 
minds sufficiently capacious and impar- 
tial to make the adjustment with an 
approach to correctness, and it has to 
be made by the rough process of a 
itruggle between combatants fighting 
under hostile banners. On any of the 
great open questions just enumerated, 
if either of the two opinions has a 
better claim than the other, not 
merely to be tolerated, but to be en- 
couraged and countenanced, it is the 
one which happens at the particular 
time and place to be in a minority, 
/-That the opinion which, for the 
time l uing, represents the neglected 
interests, the side of human well-being 
which is in danger of obtaining less 
than its share. I am aware that there 
is not, in this country, any intolerance 
of differences of opinion on most of 
these topics. They are adduced to 
show, by admitted and multiplied ex- 
amples, the universality of the fact, 
that only through diversity of opinion 
is there, in the existing state of human 
intellect, a chance of fair play to all 
sides of the truth. When there are 
persons to be found, who form an ex- 
ception to the apparent unanimity of 
the world on any subject, even if the 
world is in the right, it is always pro- 
bable that dissentients have some- 
thing worth hearing to say for them- 
selves, . and that truth would lose 
something by their silence. 

It may he objected, £ But some re- 
ceived principles, especially on the 
highest and most vital subjects, are 
more than hall-truths. The Christian 
morality, for instance, is the whole 
truth on that subject, and if any one 
teaches a morality which varies from 
it, he is wholly in error.’ As this is 
of all cases the most important in prac- 


tice, none can be fitter to test the gene- 
ral maxim. But before pronouncing 
what Christian morality is or is not, it 
would be desirable to decide what is 
meant by Christian morality. If it 
means the morality of the New Testa- 
ment, I wonder that any one who de- 
rives his knowledge o£ this from the 
hook itself, can suppose that it was an- 
nounced, or intended, as a complete 
doctrine of morals.. The Gospel always 
refers to a pre-existing morality, and 
confines its precepts to the particulars 
in which that morality was to be cor- 
rected, or superseded by a wider and 
higher ; expressing itself, moreover, in 
terms most general, often impossible to 
be interpreted literally, and possessing 
rather the impressiveness of poetry or 
eloquence than the precision of legisla- 
tion. To extract from it a body of 
ethical doctrine, has never been possi- 
ble without eking it out from the Old 
Testament, that is, from a system ela- 
borate indeed, but in many respects 
barbarous, and intended only for a bar- 
barous people. St. Paul, a declared 
enemy to this Judaical mode of inter- 
preting the doctrine and filling up the 
scheme of his Master, equally assumes 
a pre-existing morality, namely that of 
the Greeks. and Romans ; and his ad- 
vice to Christians is in a great measure 
a system of accommodation to that; 
even to the extent of giving an appa- 
rent sanction to slavery. What is 
called Christian, but should rather be- 
termed theological, morality, was not 
the work of Christ or the Apostles, but 
is of much later origin, having been 
gradually built up by the Catholic 
church of the first five centuries, and 
though not implicitly adopted by mo- 
derns and Protestants, has been much 
less modified by them than might have 
been expected. For the most part, 
indeed, they have contented - them- 
selves with cutting off the additions 
which had been made to it in the Mid- 
dle Ages, each sect supplying the place 
by fresh additions, adapted "to its own 
character and tendencies. That man- 
kind owe a great debt to this morality,, 
and to its early teachers, I should be tlie 
last person to deny; but I do not 
scruple to say of it that it is, in many 
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Important points, incomplete and one- 
sided, and that unless ideas and feel- 
ings, not sanctioned by it, had con- 
tributed to the formation of European 
life and character, human affairs would 
have been in a worse condition than 
they now are. Christian morality (so 
called) has all the characters of a re- 
action ; it is, in great part, a protest 
against Paganism. Its ideal is nega- 
tive rather than positive ; passive 
rather than active; Innocence rather 
than Nobleness ; Abstinence from Evil, 
rather than energetic Pursuit of Good; 
in its precepts (as has been well said) 
* thou slialt not 5 predominates unduly 
over ‘thou shalt.’ In its horror of 
sensuality, it made an idol of asce- 
ticism, which has been gradually com- 
romised away into one of legality. It 
olds out the hope of heaven and the 
threat of hell, as the appointed and ap- 
propriate motives to a virtuous life: 
in this falling far below the best of the 
ancients, and doing what lies in it to 
give to human morality an essentially 
selfish character, by disconnecting each 
man’s feelings of duty from the inte- 
rests of his fellow-creatures, except so 
far as a self-interested inducement is 
offered to him for consulting them. It 
is essentially a doctrine of passive 
obedience ; it inculcates submission to 
all authorities found established ; who 
indeed are not to be actively obeyed 
when they command what religion for- 
bids, but who are not to be resisted, 
far less rebelled against, for any amount 
of wrong to ourselves. And while, in 
the morality of the best Pagan na- 
tions, duty to the State bolds even a 
disproportionate place, infringing on 
the just liberty of the individual; in 
purely Christian ethics, that grand de- 
partment of duty is scarcely noticed or 
acknowledged. It is in the Koran, not 
the New Testament, that we read the 
maxim — ‘ A ruler who appoints any 
man to an office, when there is in his 
dominions another man better qualified 
for it, sins against God and against the 
State.’ What little recognition the 
idea of obligation to the public obtains 
in modern morality, is derived from 
GreeKand Roman sources, not from 
Christian ; as, even in the morality of 


private life, whatever exists of magna- 
nimity, highmindedness, personal dig- 
nity, even the sense of honour, is 
derived from the purely human, not 
the religious part of our education, and 
never could have grown out of a 
standard of ethics in which' the only 
worth, professedly recognised, is that 
of obedience. 

I am as far as any one from pretend- 
ing that these defects are necessarily 
inherent in the Christian ethics, in 
every manner in which it can be con- 
ceived, or that the many requisites of 
a complete moral doctrine which it 
does not contain do not admit of being 
reconciled with it. Far less would I 
insinuate this of the doctrines and pre- 
cepts of Christ himself. I believe that 
the sayings of Christ are all, that I can 
see any evidence of their having been 
intended to be ; that they are irrecon- 
cilable with nothing which a com- 
prehensive morality requires; that 
everything which is excellent in ethics 
may be brought within them, with no 
greater violence to tlieir language thi 
has been done to it by all who have 
attempted to deduce from them any 
practical system of conduct what- 
ever. But it is quite consistent with 
this, to believe that they contain, and 
were meant to contain, only a part of 
the truth ; that many essential elements 
of the highest morality are among the 
things which are not provided for, nor 
intended to be provided for, in the re- 
corded deliverances of the Founder of 
Christianity, and which have been 
entirely thrown aside in the system 
of ethics erected on the basis of those 
deliverances by the Christian Church. 
And this being so, I think it a great 
error to persist in attempting to find in 
the Christian doctrine that complete 
rule for our guidance, which its author 
intended it to sanction and enfoi’ce, 
hut only partially to provide. I be- 
lieve, too, that this narrow theory is 
becoming a grave practical evil, de- 
tracting greatly from the moral train- 
ing and instruction, which so many 
well-meaning persons are now at length ■ 
exerting themselves to promote. I 
much fear that by attempting to form 
the mind and feelings on an exclu- 
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siyely religious type, and discarding | inculcated, and in many ways even 
those secular standards (as for want of acted on, as if no other truth existed 
a better name they may be called) in the world, or at all events none that 
which heretofore co-existed with and could limit or qualify the first. I ac- 
supplemented the Christian ethics, re- knowledge that the tendency of all 
ceiving some of its spirit, and infusing opinions to become sectarian is not 
into it some of theirs, there will result, cured by the freest discussion, but is 
and is even now resulting, a low, often heightened and exacerbated 
abject, servile type of character, which, thereby ; the truth wfcich ought to 
submit itself as it may to what it have been, but was not, seen, being re' 
deems the Supreme Will, is incapable jected all the more violently because 
of rising to or sympathizing in the proclaimed by persons regarded as op- 
conception of Supreme Goodness. I ponents. But it is not on the impas- 
believe that other ethics than any sioned partisan, it is on the calmer and 
which can be evolved from exclusively more disinterested bystander, that this 
Christian sources, must exist side by collision of opinions works its salutary 
side with Christian ethics to produce effect. Not the violent conflict between 
the moral regeneration of mankind ; parts of the truth, but the quiet sup- 
and that the Christian system is no pression of half of it, is the formidable 
exception to the rule, that in an im- evil; there is always hope when people 
perfect state of the human mind, the are forced to listen to both sides ; it is 
interests of truth require a diversity of when they attend only to one that 
opinions. It is not necessary that in errors harden into prejudices, and truth 
ceasing to ignore the moral truths not itself ceases to have the effect of truth,, 
contained in Christianity, men should by being exaggerated into falsehood, 
ignore any of those which it does con- And since there are few mental attri- 
tain. Such prejudice, or oversight, hutes more rare than that judicial 
when it occurs, is altogether an evil ; faculty which can sit in intelligent 
but it is one from which we cannot judgment between two sides of a ques- 
hope to be always exempt, and must tion, of which only one is represented 
be regarded as the price paid for an in- by an advocate before it, truth has no 
estimable good. The exclusive preten- chance but in proportion as every side 
sion made by a part of the truth to he of it, e every opinion which embodies 
the whole, must and ought to be pro- any fraction of the truth, not only finds 
tested against; and if a reactionary advocates, hut is so advocated as to be 
impulse should make the protestors listened to. 
unjust in their turn, this one-sidedness, 

like the other, may he lamented, but We have now recognised the neces- 
must be tolerated. If Christians would sity to the mental well-being of man- 
teach infidels to be just to Christianity, kind (on which all their other well- 
they should themselves he just to in- being depends) of freedom of opinion* 
fidelity. It can do truth no service to and freedom of the expression of 
blink the fact, known to all who have opinion, on four distinct grounds ; 
the most ordinary acquaintance with which we will now briefly recap itu- 
literary history, that a large portion ©f late. 

the noblest and most valuable moral First, if any opinion is compelled to>- 
teaching has been the work, not only of silence, that opinion may, for aught 
men who did not know, but of men who we can certainly know, be true. T© 
knew and rejected, the Christian faith, deny this is to assume our own infalli- 
I do not pretend that the most un- bility. 
limited use of the freedom of enunciat- Secondly, though the silenced opinion 
mg all possible opinions would put an he an error, it may, and very commonly 
end to the evils of religious cr philo- does, contain a portion of truth; and 
sophical sectarianism. Every truth since the general or prevailing opinion 
which men of narrow capacity are in on any subject is rarely or never the 
earnest abou^ is sure to be asserted, 1 whole truth, it is only bj the collision of 
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adverse opinions that the remainder of 
the truth has any chance of being sup- 
plied. 

Thirdly, even if the received opinion 
be not only true, but the whole truth ; 
unless it is suffered to be, and actually 
is, vigorously and earnestly contested, 
it will, by most of those who receive it, 
be held in the manner of a prejudice, 
with little comprehension or feeling of 
its rational grounds. And not only 
this, but, fourthly, the meaning of the 
doctrine itself will be in danger of 
being lost, or enfeebled, and deprived 
of its vital effect on the character and 
conduct : the dogma becoming a mere 
formal profession, inefficacious for good, 
but cumbering the ground, and pre- 
venting the growth of any real and 
heartfelt conviction, from reason or 
personal experience. 

Before quitting the subject of free- 
dom of opinion, it is fit to take some 
notice of those who say, that the free 
expression of all opinions should be per- 
mitted, on condition that the manner 
be temperate, and do not pass the 
bounds affair discussion. Much might 
be said on the impossibility of fixing 
where these supposed bounds are to he 
placed ; for [ if the test be offence to 
those whose opinions are attacked, I 
think experience testifies that this 
offence is given whenever the attack is 
telling and powerful, and that every 
opponent who pushes them hard, and 
whom they find it difficult to answer, 
appears to them, if he shows any 
strong feeling on the subject, an in- 
temperate opponent. But this, though 
an important consideration in a prac- 
tical point of view, merges in a more 
fundamental objection. Undoubtedly 
the manner of asserting an opinion, 
even though it he a true one, may be 
very objectionable, and may justly 
incur severe censure. But the prin- 
cipal offences of the kind are such as 
it is mostly impossible, unless by acci- 
dental selfbetrayal, to bring home to 
conviction. The gravest of them is, 
to argue sophistical ly, to suppress facts 
or arguments, to misstate the elements 
of the case, or misrepresent the oppo- 
site opinion. But all this, e ven to the 
most aggravated degree, is so con- 


tinually done in perfect good faith, by 
persons who are not considered, and in* 
many other respects may not deserve 
to be considered, ignorant or _ incom- 
petent, that it is rarely possible, on 
adequate grounds, conscientiously to 
stamp the misrepresentation as morally 
culpable ; and still less could law pre- 
sume to interfere with this kind of 
controversial misconduct. . AVith re- 
gard to what is commonly meant by 
intemperate discussion, namely invec- 
tive, sarcasm, personality, and the 
like, the denunciation of these weapons 
would deserve more sympathy if it 
w r ere ever proposed to interdict them, 
equally to both sides ; hut it is only 
desired to restrain the employment of 
them against the prevailing opinion : 
against the unprevailing they may not 
only be used without general disap- 
proval, but will he likely to obtain for 
him who uses them the praise of honest 
zeal and righteous indignation. Yet 
whatever mischief arises from their 
nse, is greatest when they are em- 
ployed against the comparatively de- 
fenceless ; and whatever unfair ad< 
vantage can he derived by any opinior 
from this mode of asserting it, accrue.* 
almost exclusively to received opinions- 
Tke worst offence of this kind which, 
can he committed by a polemic, is tc 
stigmatize those who hold the contrary 
opinion as had and immoral men. To- 
calumny of this sort, those who hold 
any unpopular opinion are peculiarly 
exposed, because they are in general 
few and uninfluential, and nobody but 
themselves feels much interested in. 
seeing justice done them; hut this 
weapon is, from the nature of the case, 
denied to those who attack a prevailing 
opinion : they can neither use it with 
safety to themselves, nor, if they could, 
would it do anything hut recoil on 
their own cause. In general, opinions 
contrary to those commonly received 
can only obtain a hearing by studied 
moderation of language, and the most 
cautious avoidance of unnecessary 
offence, from which they hardly evor 
deviate even in a slight degree with- 
out losing ground : while unmeasured 
vituperation employed on the sido of 
the prevailing opinion, really does- 
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deter people from professing contrary 
opinions, and from listening to those 
who profess them. For the interest, 
therefore, of truth and justice, it. is far 
more important to restrain this em- 
ployment of vituperative language than 
the other ; and, for example, if it were 
necessary to choose, there would be 
much more need to discourage offensive 
attacks on infidelity. than on religion. 
It is, however, obvious that law and 
authority have no business with re- 
straining either, while opinion, ought, 
in every instance, to determine its 
verdict by the circumstances of the in- 
dividual case ; condemning every one, 
on whichever side of the argument he 
places himself, in whose mode of ad- 
vocacy either want of candour, or ma- 


lignity, bigotry, or intolerance of feel- 
ing manifest themselves; but not 
inferring these vices from the side 
which a person takes, though it he the 
contrary side of the question to our 
own : and giving merited honour to 
every one, whatever opinion he may 
hold, who has calmness, to see and 
honesty to state what J^is opponents 
and their opinions really are, exagge- 
rating nothing to their discredit, keep- 
ing nothing back wbicb tells, or can 
be supposed to tell, in tbeir favcur. 
This is the real morality of public dis- 
cussion : and if often violated, I am 
happy to think that there are many 
controversialists who to a great extent 
observe it, and a still greater number 
who conscientiously strive towards it. 


CHAPTER m. 
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Such being the reasons which make it 
imperative that human beings should 
be free to form opinions, and to express 
their opinions without reserve; and 
such the baneful consequences to the 
intellectual, and through that to the 
moral nature of man, unless this, liberty 
is either conceded, or asserted in spite 
of prohibition; let us next examine 
whether the same reasons do not re- 
quire that men should be free to act 
upon their opinions— to carry these 
out in their lives, without hindrance, 
either physical or moral, from, their 
fellow-men, so long as it is at their own 
risk and peril. This last proviso is of 
course indispensable. No one pretends 
that actions should be as free as opi- 
nions. On the contrary, even opinions 
lose tbeir immunity, when the circum- 
stances in which they are expressed 
are such as to constitute their expres- 
sion a positive instigation to some mis- 
chievous act. An opinion that corn- 
dealers arc starvers of the poor, or that 
rivate property is robbery, ought to 
e unmolested when simply circulated 
through the press, hut may justly in- 
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cur punishment when delivered, orally 
to an excited mob assembled before 
the house of a corn-dealer, or when 
handed about among the same mob in 
the form of a placard. Acts, of what- 
ever kind, which, without justifiable 
cause, do harm to others, may be, and 
in the more important cases absolutely 
require to be, controlled by the unfa- 
vourable sentiments, and, when need- 
ful, by the active interference of man- 
kind. The liberty of the individual 
must be thus far limited; lie must not 
make himself a nuisance to other people. 
But if he refrains from molesting others 
in what concerns them, and merely acts 
according to his own inclination and 
judgment in things which concern him- 
self, the same reasons which show that 
opinion should be free, prove also that 
he should be allowed, without molesta- 
tion, to carry bis opinions into practice 
at llis own cost. That mankind are 
not infallible ; that their truths, for the 
most part, are only half-truths; that 
unity of opinion, unless resulting from 
the fullest and freest comparison of op- 
posite opinions, is not desirable, and 
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diversity not an evil, but a good, until 
mankind are mucli more capable than 
at present of recognising all sides of 
the truth, are principles applicable to 
men’s modes of action, not less than to 
their opinions. As it is useful that 
. while mankind are imperfect there 
should be different opinions, so it is 
that there should be different experi- 
ments of liviiftg ; that free scope should 
be .given to varieties of character, short 
•of injury to others ; and that the worth 
of different . modes of life should be 
proved practically, when any one thinks 
lit to try them' It is desirable, in 
short, that in things which do not pri- 
marily concern others, individuality 
should assert itself. Where, not the per- 
son’s own character, hut the traditions 
or customs of other people are the rule 
of conduct, there is wanting one of the 
principal ingredients of human happi- 
ness, and quite the chief ingredient of 
individual and social progress. 

In maintaining this principle, the 
■greatest difficulty to he encountered 
does not lie in the appreciation of 
means towards an acknowledged end, 
‘hut' in the indifference of persons in 
general to the end itself. If it were 
felt that the free development of indi- 
viduality is one of the leading essen- 
tials -of well-being; that it is i*ot only 
a co-ordinate element with all that is 
‘designated by the terms civilization, 
instruction, education, culture, hut is 
itself a necessary part and condition of 
all those things; there would be no 
danger that liberty should he under- 
valued, .and the adjustment of the 
boundaries between it and social con- 
TV ' 0U ^^ present no extraordinary 
amenity. But the evil is, that indi- 
vidual spontaneity is hardly recognised 
by the common , modes of thinking, as 
having any intrinsic worth, or deserv- 
lng any regard on its own account, 

I he majority, being satisfied with the 
wavs of mankind as they now are (lor 
it is they who make them what they 
are), cannot comprehend why those 
ways should not be good enough for 
everybody ; and what is more, sponta- 
neity forms no part of the ideal of the 
majority of moral and social reformers 
but is rather looked on with jealousy^ 
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as a troublesome and perhaps rebellious 
obstruction to the general acceptance 
of what these reformers, in their own 
judgment, think would be best for 
mankind. Few persons, out of Ger- 
many, even comprehend the meaning 
of the doctrine which Wilhelm von 
Humboldt, so eminent both as a sa- 
vant and as a politician, made the 
text of a treatise— that ‘the end of 
man, or that which is prescribed by the 
eternal or immutable dictates of reason, 
and not suggested by vague and tran- 
sient desires, is the highest and most 
harmonious development of his powers 
to a complete and consistent whole;’ 
that, therefore, the object ‘towards* 
which every human being must cease- 
lessly. direct his efforts, and on which, 
especially those who design to influence 
their fellow-men must ever keep their 
eyes, is the individuality of power and 
development that for this there are 
two. requisites, ‘ freedom, and variety 
of situations ;’ and that from the union! 
of these arise ‘individual vigour and 
manifold diversity,’ which combine 
themselves in ‘ originality.’ * 

Little, however, as people are accus- 
tomed to a doctrine like that of Yon 
Humboldt, and surprising as it may 
be to them to lind so high a value at- 
tached to individuality, the question, 
one must nevertheless think, can only 
be one of degree. No one’s idea of ex- 
cellence in conduct is that people 
should do absolutely nothing hut copy 
one another. No one would assert that 
people ought. not to put into their mode 
of life, and into the conduct of their 
concerns, any impress whatever of their 
own judgment, or of their own indivi- 
dual chaiacter. On the other hand it 
would be absurd to pretend that people 
ought to live as if’ nothing whatever 
had been known, in the world before 
they came into it; as if experience 
liad as yet clone nothing towards show- 
ing that one mode of existence, or of 
conduct, is preferable to another. No- 
body denies that people should he so 
taught and trained in youth, as to 
Know and benefit by the ascertained 
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resi ilts of human experience. But it 
is tike privilege and proper condition of 
a human being, arrived at the maturity 
of his faculties, to use and interpret 
experience in his own way. It is for 
him to find out what part of recorded 
experience is properly applicable to his 
own circumstances and character. r Ihe 
traditions and customs of other people 
are, to a certain extent, evidence of what 
their experience has taught them; pre- 
sumptive evidence, and as such, have 
a claim to his deference : but, in the 
first place, their experience may be too 
narrow; or they may not have inter- 
preted it rightly. Secondly, their in- 
terpretation of experience may be cor- 
rect, but unsuitable to him. Customs 
are made for customary circum- 
stances, and cnstomary characters; 
and bis circumstances or his character 
may he uncustomary. Thirdly, though 
the customs be both good as customs, 
and suitable to him, yet to conform to 
custom, merely as custom, does not 
educate or develop in him any of the 
qualities which are the distinctive en- 
dowment of a human being. The hu- 
man faculties of perception, judgment, 
discriminative feeling, mental activity, 
and even moral preference, are exer- 
cised only in making a choice. He 
who does anything because it is the 
custom, makes no choice. He gains 
no practice either in discerning or in 
desiring what is best. The mental 
and moral, like the muscular powers, 
are improved only by being used. The 
faculties are called into no exercise by 
doing a tiling merely because others do 
it, no more than by believing a thing 
only because others believe it. If the 
grounds of an opinion are not con- 
clusive to the person’s own reason, his 
reason cannot he strengthened, but is 
likely to be weakened, by his adopting 
it: and if the inducements to an act 
are not such as are consentaneous to 
his own feelings and character (where, 
affection, or the rights of others, are 
not concerned) it is so much done to- 
wards rendering his feelings and cha- 
ncier inert and torpid, instead of active 
ymd energetic. 

He who lets the world, or his own 
portion of it, choose his plan of life for 


him, has no need of any other faculty 
than the ape-like one of imitation. He 
who chooses his plan for himself, em- 
ploys all his faculties. He must use ob- 
servation to see, reasoning and judg- 
ment to foresee, activity to gather ma- 
terials for decision, discrimination to- 
decide, and when he has decided, firm- 
ness and self-control to hold to his de- 
liberate decision. And these qualities 
he requires and exercises exactly in 
proportion as the part of his conduct 
which he determines according to his 
own judgment and feelings is a largo 
one. It is possible that lie might be 
guided in some good path, and kept 
out of harm’s way, without any of these 
things. But what will be his compa- 
rative worth as a human being? It 
really is of importance, not only what 
men do, hut also what manner of men 
they are that do it. ' Among the works 
of man, which human life is rightly 
employed in perfecting and beautify- 
ing, the first in importance surely is 
man himself. Supposing it were pos- 
sible to get houses built, corn grown, 
battles fought, causes tried, anfeven 
churches erected and prayers said, by- 
machinery — by automatons in human 
form — it would he a considerable loss 
to exchange for these automatons even 
the men and women who at present 
inhabit the more civilised parts of the 
world, and who assuredly are hut 
starved specimens of what nature can 
and will produce. Human nature is 
not a machine to be built after a model, 
and set to do exactly the work pre- 
scribed for it, but a tree, which requires 
to grow and develop itself on all sides, 
according to the tendency of the inward, 
forces which make it a living thing. 

It will probably be conceded that it 
is desirable people should exercise their 
understandings, and that an intelligent 
following of custom, or even occasion- 
ally an intelligent deviation from cus- 
tom, is better than a blind and simply 
mechanical adhesion to it. To a cer- 
tain extent it is admitted, that our 
understanding should be our own : but 
there is not the same willingness to 
admit that our desires ^ and impulses 
should be our own likewise ; or that to 
; possess impulses of our own, and of any' 



strength, is any tiling but a peril and a 
snare. \ et desires and impulses are as 
much a part of a perfect human being, 
as beliefs and restraints : and strong 
impulses are only perilous when not 
properly balanced ; when one set of 
aims and inclinations is developed into 
strength, while others, which ought to 
co-exist with *them ; remain weak and 
inactive. It is not because men’s de- 
sires are strong that they act ill ; it is 
because their consciences are weak. 
There is no natural connexion between 
strong impulses and a weak conscience. 
The natural connexion is the other 

Wa /‘ r sa ^ ^at one person’s desires 
and. feelings are stronger and more 
various than those of another, is merely 
to say that he has more of the raw 
material of human nature, and is there- 
fore capable, perhaps of more evil, but 
certainly of more good. Strong im- 
pulses are but another name for energy. 
Energy may be turned to bad uses: but 
more good may always be made of an 
energetic nature, than of an indolent 
and impassive one. Those who have 
most natural feeling, are always those 
whose cultivated feelings may be made 
the strongest. The same strong sus- 
ceptibilities which make the personal 
impulses vivid and powerful, are also 
the source from whence are generated 
the most passionate love of virtue, and 
the sternest self-control. It is through 
the cultivation of these, that society 
both does its duty and protects its in- 
terests: not by rejecting the stuff of 
which heroes are made, because it 
knows not how to make them. A per- 
son whose desires and impulses are his 
own— -are the expression of his own 
nature, as it has been developed and 
modified by his own culture— is said to 
nave^ a character. One whose desires 
and impulses are not his own, has no 
character, no more than a steam-engine 
has a. character. If, in addition to be- 
xng his own, his impulses are strong 
and are under the government of a 
strong will, he has an energetic cha- 
racter Whoever thinks that individu- 
ality of desires and impulses should not 
be encouraged to unfold itself, must 
maintain that society has no need of 
ttrong natures — is not the better for 
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containing many persons who have 
much character — and that a high 
general average of energy is not 
desirable. 

In some early states of society, these 
forces might be, and were, too much 
ahead of the power which society then 
possessed of disciplining and controlling 
them. There has been a time when 
the element of spontaneity and indi- 
viduality was in excess, and the social 
P£ nc *Pje had a hard struggle with it. 

I he dimcul ty then was, to induce men 
of strong bodies or minds to pay obe- 
dience to any rules which required 
them to control, their impulses. To 
overcome this difficulty, law and dis- 
cipline, like the Popes struggling 
against the Emperors, asserted a power 
over the whole man, claiming to con- 
trol all his life in order to control his 
character — which society had not found 
any other sufficient means of binding. 
But society has nowfairlygot the better 
of individuality ; and the danger which 
threatens human nature is not the ex- 
cess, but the deficiency, of personal 
impulses and preferences. Things are 
vastly changed, since the passions of 
those who were strong by station or 
by personal endowment were in a state 
oi habitual rebellion against laws and 
ordinances, and required to be rigor- 
ously chained up to enable the persons 
within their reach to enjoy any par- 
ticle °f security. In our times, from 
the highest class of society down to the 
lowest, every one lives as under the 
eve of a hostile and dreaded censorship. 

Not only in what concerns others, but 
m what concerns only themselves, the 
individual or the family do not ask 
themselves— what do I prefer? or 
what would suit my character and dis- 
position? or, what would allow the best 
and highest in me to have fair play 
and enable it to grow and thrive? They 
ask themselves, what is suitable to my 
position? what is usually done by per- 
sons of my station and pecuniary cir- 
cumstances? or (worse still) what is 
usually done by persons of a station 
and circumstances superior to mine 0 . 

. do ^ ofc mean . tilat they choose whafe 
m customary, m preference to what 
suits their own lnclin uurL It do£ j 
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not occur to them to have any inclina- 
tion, except for what is customary. 
Thus the mind itself is bowed to the 
yoke : even in what people do for 
pleasure, conformity is the first thing 
thought of; they like in crowds; they 
exercise choice only among things 
commonly done : peculiarity of taste, 
eccentricity of conduct, are shunned 
equally with crimes : until by dint of 
not following their own nature, they 
have no nature to follow : tlieir human 
capacities are withered and starved : 
they become incapable of any strong 
wishes or native pleasures, . and are 
generally without either opinions or 
feelings of home growth, or properly 
their own. Now is this, or is it 
not, the desirable condition of human 
nature ? 

It is so, on the Calvinistic theory. 
According to that, the one great 
offence of man is self-will. All the 
good of which humanity is capable, is 
comprised in obedience. You have no 
choice; thus you must do, and no 
otherwise : ‘ whatever is not a duty, is 
a sin. 1 Human nature being radically 
corrupt, there is no redemption for any 
one until human nature is killed within 
him. To one holding this theory of 
life, crushing out any of the human 
faculties, capacities, and susceptibili- 
ties, is no evil : man needs no capacity, 
but that of surrendering himself to 
the will of God : and if he uses any of 
his faculties for any other purpose but 
to do that supposed will more effectu- 
ally, he is better without them. This 
is the theory of Calvinism ; and it is 
held, in a mitigated form, by many 
who do not consider themselves Cal- 
vinists; the mitigation consisting in 
giving a less ascetic interpretation to 
the alleged will of God; asserting it 
to be his will that mankind should 
gratify some of their inclinations ; of 
course not in the manner they them- 
selves prefer, but in the w’ay of obedi- 
ence, that is, in a way prescribed to 
them by authority ; and, therefore, by 
the necessary condition of the case, the 
same for all. 

In some such insidious form, there is 
at present a strong tendency to this 
Harrow theory of life, and to the 


pinched and hidebound type of human 
character which it patronizes. Many 
ersons, no doubt, sincerely think that 
uman beings thus cramped and 
dwarfed, are as their Maker designed 
them to be ; just as many have thought 
that trees are a much finer thing when 
clipped into pollards, or cut out into 
figures of animals, than as nature 
made them. But if it fte any part of 
religion to believe that man w 7 as made 
by a good Being, it is more consistent 
with that faith to believe, that this 
Being gave all human faculties that 
they might he cultivated and unfolded, 
not rooted out and consumed, and 
that he takes delight in every nearer 
approach made by his creatures to the 
ideal conception embodied in them, 
every increase in any of their capabili- 
ties of comprehension, of action, or of 
enjoyment. There is a different type 
of human excellence from the Calvin- 
istic: a conception of humanity as 
having its nature bestowed on it for 
other purposes than merely to be ab- 
negated. 1 Pagan self-assertion’ is one 
of the elements of human worth, as 
well as ‘Christian self-denial.’* There 
is a Greek ideal of self-development, 
which the Platonic and Christian ideal 
of self-government blends with, but 
does nqt supersede. It may be better 
to be a John Knox than an Alcibiades, 
but it is better r to be a Pericles than 
either ; nor w r ould a Pericles, if we had 
one in these days, be without anything 
good which belonged to John Knox. 

It is not by wearing dowm into uni- 
formity all that is individual in them- 
selves, hut by cultivating it, and call- 
ing it forth, within the limits imposed 
by the rights and interests of others, 
that human beings become a noble and 
beautiful object of contemplation; and 
as the. works partake tlie character of 
those who do them, by the same pro- 
cess human life also becomes rich, 
diversified, and animating, furnishing 
more abundant aliment to high thoughts 
and elevating feelings, and strengthen- 
ing the tie which binds every indivi- 
dual to the race, by making the race 
infinitely better worth belonging to. 
In proportion to the development o| 

* Sterling’s Essay*. 
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fiis individuality, each, person becomes 
more valuable to himself, and is there- 
fore capable of being more valuable to 
others. There is a greater fulness of 
life about his own existence, and when 
there is more life in the units there is 
more in the mass which is composed 
of them. As much compression as is 
necessary to prevent the stronger 
specimens of human nature from en- 
croaching on. the rights of others, 
cannot he. dispensed with ; but for 
this there is ample compensation even 
in the point of view of human develop- 
ment. The means of development 
which the individual loses by being 
prevented from gratifying his inclina- 
tions to the injury of others, are chiefly 
obtained at the expense of the de- 
velopment of other people. And even 
to himself there is a full equivalent in 
the better development of* the social 
part of his nature, rendered possible 
by the restraint put upon the selfish 
part. To be held to rigid rules of 
justice for the sake of others, developes 
the feelings and capacities which have 
the good of others for their object. 
But to be restrained in things not 
affecting their good, by tbeir mere 
displeasure, developes nothing valuable, 
except such force of character as may 
unfold itself in resisting the restraint. 

If acquiesced in, it dulls and blunts 
tbe whole nature. To give any fair 
play to the nature of each, it is essen- 
tial that different persons should be 
allowed to lead different lives. In 
proportion , as this latitude has been 
exercised in any age, has that age 
been noteworthy to posterity. Even 
despotism does not produce its worst 
effects, . so long as individuality exists 
under ' it ; and whatever crushes in- 
dividuality is despotism, by whatever 
name it may he called, and whether 
it professes . to be enforcing the will of 
God or the injunctions of men. 

Having said that Individuality is the 
same , thing with development, and 
that it is only the cultivation of in- 
dividuality which produces, or can pro- 
duce, well-developed human beings, I 
might here close the argument ; for 
what more or better can be said of any 
condition of human affairs, than that 
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it brings human beings themselves 
nearer to the best thing they can be ? 
or what worse can be said of any ob- 
straction to good, than that it prevents 
this? Doubtless, however, these con- 
siderations will not suffice to convince 
those who most need convincing ; and 
it is necessary further to show, that 
these developed human beings are of 
some use to the undeveloped — to point 
out to those who do not desire liberty, 
and would not avail themselves of it, 
that they may he in some intelligible 
manner rewarded for allowing other 
people to make use of it without 
hindrance. 

In the first place, then, I would 
suggest that they might possibly learn 
something from them. It will not be 
denied by anybody, that originality is 
a valuable element in human affairs. 
There is . always need of persons not 
only to discover new truths, and point 
out when what were once truths are 
true no longer, but also to commence 
new practices, and set tbe example of 
more enlightened conduct, and better 
taste and sense in human life. This 
cannot well he gainsaid by anybody 
who does not believe that the world has 
already attained, perfection in all ita 
ways and practices. It is true that 
this benefit is not capable of being 
rendered by everybody alike : theitf 
are but few persons, in comparison 
with the whole of mankind, whose ex- 
periments, if adopted by others, would 
be likely to be any improvement on 
established practice. But these few 
are the salt of the earth ; without them, 
human life would become a stagnant 
pool. Not only is it they who intro- 
duce good, things which did not before 
exist; it. is they who keep the life in 
those which already exist. If there were 
nothing new to be done, would human 
intellect cease to be necessary? Would 
it be a reason why those who do the 
old things should forget why they are 
done, and do them like cattle, not like 
human beings ? There is only too 
great a tendency in the best beliefs and 
practices to degenerate into the me- 
chanical ; and unless there were a suc- 
cession oi persons whose ever-recurring 
originality prevents the grounds 
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those belief's and practices from becom- I what it would do for them, it would not 
mg merely traditional, such dead be originality. The first service which 
matter would not resist the smallest originality has to render them is that 
shock from anything really alive, and of opening their eyes : which being 
there would he no reason why civiliza- once folly done, they would have a 
tion should not die out, as in the chance of being themselves original. 
.Byzantine Empire. Persons of genius, Meanwhile, recollecting that nothing 
.. it is true, are, and are always likely to was ever yet done which some one was 
be, a small minority ; but in order to not the first to do, and*that all good 
have them, it is necessary to preserve foings which exist are the fruits of 
the soil m which they grow. Genius originality, let them be modest enough 
can only breathe freely in an atmo- to believe that there is something still 
sphere of freedom. Persons of genius left for it to accomplish, and assure 
are, ex m termini, more individual themselves that they are more in need 
than any other people — less capable, of originality, the less they are con- 
consequently, of fitting themselves, scious of the want, 
without hurtful compression, into any In sober truth, whatever homage 
it the small, number of moulds which may he professed, or even paid to real 
eociety provides in Order to . save its or supposed mental superiority the 
members the trouble of forming their general tendency of things throughout 
own character. If from timidity they the world is to render mediocrity the 
consent to be forced into one of these ascendant power among mankind In 
moulds, and to let all that part of therm ancient history, in the Middle Ages and 
selves which cannot expand under the in a diminishing degree through the 
pressure remain unexpanded, society long transition from feudality to the 
will be little the better for their genius. I present time, the individual was a 
II they are of a strong character, and power in himself; and if he had either 
break their fetters, they become a mark great talents or a high social position, 
lor the society which has not succeeded he was a considerable power. At pre- 
in reducing them to commonplace, to sent individuals are lost in the crowd, 
point ^ out with solemn warning as In politics it is almost a triviality to 
wild, erratic, and the like ; much say thaj public opinion now rules the 
as it one should complain of the world. The only power deserving the 
Niagara river for not flowing smoothly name is that of masses, and of go?em- 
be ween its banks like. a Dutch canal, ments while they make themselves the 
1 insist thus emphatically on the im- organ of the tendencies and instincts 
portance^ of genius, and the necessity of masses. This is as true in the moral 
of allowing it to unfold itself freely and social relations of private life as in 
both m thought and in practice, being public transactions. Those whose opi- 
wel.l aware that no one will deny the nions go by the name of public opinion, 
position m theory, hut knowing also are not always the same sort of public : 
that almost every one, in reality, is in America they are the whole white 
totally indifferent to it. People think population ; in England, chiefly the 
genius a fine thing if it enables a man middle class. But they are always a 
to write an exciting poem, or paint a mass, that is to say, collective medi- 
picture. But m it s true sense, that of ocrity. And what is a still greater 
-originality m thought and. action, novelty, the mass do not now take their 
trough no one says tnat it is not a opinions from dignitaries in Church or 
thmg to he admired, nearly all, at State, from ostensible leaders, or from 
heart, think that they can do. very well books. Their thinking is done for 
without it. Unhappily this is too them by men much like themselves, ad- 
natural to he wondered at. Originality dressing them or speaking in their 
is. the one thing which unoriginal name, on the spur of the moment, 
mmcte cannot feel the us© of. They through the newspapers. Iamnotcom- 
cannot see what it is to do for them : plaining of all this. I do not assert 
how should they . If they could see that anything better is compatible, as 



THE ELEMENTS 

<& general rule, 'with the present low 
state of the human mind. But that 
does^ not hinder the government of 
mediocrity from being mediocre govern- 
ment. No government by a demo- 
cracy or a numerous aristocracy, either 
In its political acts or in the opinions, 
qualities, and tone of mind which it 
fosters, ever-* did or could rise above 
mediocrity, except in so far as the so- 
vereign Many have let themselves be 
guided (which in their best times they 
always have done) by the counsels and 
influence of a more highly gifted and 
Instructed One or Few. The initia- 
tion of all wise or noble things, comes 
and must come from individuals ; gene- 
rally at first from some one individual. 
The honour and glory of the average 
man is that he is capable of following 
that initiative ; that he can respond 
internally to wise and noble things, 
and be led to them with his eyes open. 

I am not countenancing the sort of 
* hero-worship * which applauds the 
strong man of genius for forcibly seiz- 
ing on the ^government of the world 
and making it do his bidding in spite of 
itself. All he can claim is, freedom to 
point out the way. The power of com- 
pelling others into it, is not only incon- 
sistent with the freedom and develop- 
ment of all the rest, but corrupting to 
ilie strong man himself. It does 
seem, however, that when the opinions 
of masses of merely average men are 
everywhere become or becoming the 
dominant power, the counterpoise and 
corrective to that tendency would be, 
the more and more pronounced indi- 
viduality of those who stand on the 
higher eminences of thought. It is in 
these circumstances most especially, 
that ^ exceptional individuals, instead 
■of being deterred, should be encouraged 
in acting differently from the mass. In 
other times there was no advantage in 
their dping so, unless they acted not 
■only differently, but better. In this 
age, the mere example of non-con- 
formity, the mere refusal to bend the 
tnee^ to custom, is itself a service. 
Precisely because the tyranny of opinion 
■as such as to make eccentricity a re- 
proach, it is desirable, in order to 
weak through that tyranny, that 
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people should he eccentric. Eccen- 
tricity has always abounded when 
and where strength of character has 
abounded ; and the amount of eccen- 
tricity in a society has generally been 
proportional to the amount of genius, 
mental vigour, and moral courage 
it contained. That so few now dare 
to he eccentric, marks the chief danger 
of the time. 

# I have said that it is important to 
give the freest scope possible to un- 
customary things, in order that it may 
in time appear which of these are fit 
to he converted into customs. But 
independence of action, and disregard 
of custom, are not solely deserving of 
encouragement for the chance they 
afford that better modes of action, and 
customs more worthy of general adop- 
tion, may be struck out ; nor is it only 
persons of decided mental superiority 
who have a just claim to carry on 
their lives in their own way. There 
is no reason that all human existence 
should be constructed on some one or 
some small number of patterns. If a 
person possesses any tolerable amount 
of common sense and experience, his 
own mode of laying out his existence 
is the best, not because it Is the best 
in itself, but because it is his own 
mode. Human beings are not like 
sheep » ; and even sheep are not undis- 
tinguishably alike. A man cannot get 
a coat or a pair of boots to fit him, 
unless they are either made to his 
measure, or he has a whole ware- 
houseful to choose from : and is it 
easier to fit him with a life than with 
a coat, or are human beings more 
like one another in their "Whole phy- 
sical and spiritual conformation than 
in the shape of their feet ? • If it were 
only that people have diversities of 
taste, that is reason enough for not at- 
tempting to shape them all after one 
model. ^But different persons also re- 
quire different conditions for their 
spiritual development; and can no 
more exist healthily in the same moral, 
than all the variety of plants can in 
the same physical, atmosphere and 
climate. The same things which are 
helps to one person towards the culti- 
vation of Ms higher nature, are hi»- 
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finances to another. The same raocle 
of life is a healthy excitement to one, 
keeping all his faculties of action and 
enjoyment in their best order, while to 
anotlier it is a distracting burthen, 
winch suspends or crushes all internal 
life. Such are the differences among 
human beings in their sources of plea- 
sure, their susceptibilities of pain, and 
the operation on them of diffeient phy- 
sical and moral agencies, that unless 
there is a corresponding diversity in 
their modes of life, they neither obtain 
their fair share of happiness, nor grow 
up to the mental, moral, and aesthetic 
stature of which their nature is capable. 
Why then should tolerance, as far as 
the public sentiment is concerned, ex- 
tend only to tastes and modes of life 
which extort acquiescence by the mul- 
titude of their adherents? Nowhere 
^except in some monastic institutions) 
is diversity of taste entirely unrecog- 
nised ; a person may, without blame, 
either like or dislike rowing, or smok- 
ing, or music, or athletic exercises, or 
r/hess, or cards, or study, because both 
idiose who like each of these things, 
and those who dislike them, are too 
numerous to be put down. But the 
man, and still more the woman, who 
can be accused either of doing ‘ what 
nobody does,’ or of not doing ‘what 
everybody does,’ is the subject of as 
much depreciatory remark as if he or 
she had committed some grave moral 
delinquency. Persons require to pos- 
sess a title, or some other badge of 
rank, or of the consideration of people 
of rank, to be able to indulge somewhat 
in the luxury of doing as they like 
without detriment to their estimation. 
To indulge somewhat, I repeat: for 
whoever allow themselves much of 
that indulgence, incur the risk of 
something worse than disparaging 
speeches— they are in peril of a com- 
mission de lunatico. and of having 
their property taken from them and 
given to their relations.* 

* There is something both contemptible 
and frightful in the sort of evidence on 
which, of late years, any person can be 
•judicially declared unfit for the management 
of his affairs ; and alter his death, his dis- 
posal of his property can be set aside, if there 
is enough of it to pay the expenses of litiga- 


There is one characteristic of the 
present direction of public opinion, 
peculiarly calculated to make it intole- 
rant of any marked demonstration of 
individuality. The general average of 
mankind are not only moderate in in- 
tellect, hut also moderate in inclina- 
tions : they have no tastes or wishes 
strong enough to incline them to do 
anything unusual, and they conse- 
quently do not understand those who 
nave, and class all such with the wild 
and intemperate whom they are accus- 
tomed to look down upon. Now, in 
addition to this fact, which is general, 
we have only to suppose that a strong 
movement has set in towards the im- 
provement of morals, and it is evident 
what we have to expect. In these 
days such a movement has set in ; 
much lias actually been effected in the 
way of increased regularity of conduct, 
and discouragement of excesses ; and 
there is a philanthropic spirit abroad, 
for the exercise of which there is no 
more inviting field than the moral and 
prudential improvement of our fellow- 
creatures. These tendencies of the 
times cause the public to be more dis- 

tion — which are charged on the property 
itself. All the minute details of his daily 
life are ^pried into, and whatever is found 
which, seen through the medium of the per 
ceiving and describing faculties of the lowest 
of the low, bears an appearance unlike abso- 
lute commonplace, is laid before the jury as 
evidence of insanity, and often with success ; 
the jurors being little, if at all, less vulgar 
and ignorant than the witnesses; while the 
judges, with that extraordinary want of 
knowledge of human nature and life which 
continually 3iitonishes us in English lawyers, 
often help to mislead them. These trials 
speak volumes at to the state of feeling and 
opinion among the vulgar with regard to- 
human liberty. So far from setting any' 
value on individuality — so far from respect- 
mg the right of each individual to act, ins 
things indifferent, as seems got d to his own* 
judgment and inclinations, judges and juries- 
cannot even conceive that a person in a state* 
of sanity can desire such freedom, in 
•former days, when it was proposed to burn* 
atheists, charitable people used to suggest 
putting them in a madhouse instead: ifc 
would be nothing surprising now-a-daya- 
were we to see this done, and the doers ap- 
plauding themselves, because, instead of per- 
secuting for religion, they had adopted so 
humane and Christian a mode of treating 
these unfortunates, not without a silent sa- 
tisfaction at their having thereby obtained 
their deserts. 
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posed tlian at most former periods to 
prescribe general rules of conduct, and 
endeavour to make every one conform 
to the approved standard. . And that 
standard, express or tacit, is to desire 
nothing strongly. Its ideal of cha- 
racter is to he without any marked 
character ; to maim by compression, 
like a Chinese lady’s foot, every part 
of human nature which stands out pro- 
minently, and tends to make the per- 
son markedly dissimilar in outline to 
commonplace humanity. 

As is usually the case with ideals 
which exclude one-hall' of what is de- 
sirable, the present standard of appro- 
bation produces only an inferior imita- 
tion of the other half. Instead of l, -eat 
energies guided by vigorous reason, 
and strong feelings strongly controlled 
by a conscientious will, its result is 
weak feelings and weak energies, 
which therefore can be kept in outward 
conformity to rule without any strength 
either of will or of reason. Already 
energetic characters on any large scale 
are becoming merely traditional. There 
is now scarcely any outlet for energy 
in this country except business. The 
energy expended in this may still be 
regarded as considerable. What little 
is left from that employment* is ex- 
pended on some hobby ; which may be 
a useful, even a philanthropic hobby, 
but is always some one thing, and 
generally a thing of small dimensions. 
The greatness of England is now all 
collective : individually small, we only 
appear capable of anything great by 
our habit of combining ; and with this 
our moral and religious philanthropists 
are perfectly contented. But it was 
men of another stamp than this that 
made England what it has been ; and 
men of another stamp will be needed 
to prevent its decline. 

The despotism of custom is every- 
where the standing hindrance to human 
advancement, being in unceasing an- 
tagonism to that disposition to aim at 
something better than customary, which 
is called, according to circumstances, 
the spirit of liberty, or that of progress 
or improvement. The spirit of improve- 
ment is not always a spirit of liberty, 
for it maw aim at forcing improvements 
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on an unwilling people ; and the spirit 
of liberty, in so far as it resists such 
attempts, may ally itself locally and 
temporarily with the opponents of im- 
provement ; but the only unfailing and 
permanent source of improvement is 
liberty, since by it there are as many 
possible independent centres . of im- 
provement as there are individuals. 
The progressive principle, however, in 
either shape, whether as the love of 
liberty or of improvement, is antagon- 
istic to the sway of Custom, involving 
at least emancipation from that yoke 
and the contest between the two con- 
stitutes the chief interest of the history 
of mankind. The greater part of tlie‘ 
world has, properly speaking, no his- 
tory, because the despotism of Custom 
is complete. This is the case over the 
whole East. Custom is there, in all 
things, the final appeal; justice and 
right mean conformity to custom ; the 
argument of custom no one, unless some 
tyrant intoxicated with power, thinks 
of resisting. And w r e see the result. 
Those nations must once have had ori- 
ginality; they did not start out of the 
ground populous, lettered, and versed 
in many of the arts of life; they made 
themselves all this, and were tfrcn the 
greatest and most powerful nations of 
the world. What are they now ? The 
subjects or dependents of tribes whose 
forefathers wandered in the forests 
when theirs had magnificent palaces 
and gorgeous temples, but over ’whom 
custom exercised only a divided rule 
with liberty and progress. A people, 
it appears, may be progressive for a. 
certain length of time, and then stop : 
when does it stop ? When it ceases to* 
possess individuality. If a similar 
change should befall the nations of 
Europe, it will, not he in exactly the 
same shape : the despotism of custom 
with which these nations are threat- 
ened is not precisely stationariness. It 
proscribes singularity, but it does not 
preclude change, provided all change 
together. We have discarded the fixed 
costumes of our forefathers ; every one 
must still dress like other people, but 
the fashion may change once or twice 
a year. We thus take care that when 
there is a change, it shall be for 
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change’s sake, and not from any idea 
cf beauty or convenience ; for the same 
idea of beauty or convenience -would 
not strike all the world at the same 
moment, and be simultaneously thrown 
aside by all at another moment. Eut 
we are progressive as well as change- 
able : we continually make new inven- 
tions in mechanical things, and keep 
them until they are again superseded 
by better; we are eager for improve- 
ment in politics, in education, even in 
morals, though in this last our idea of 
improvement chiefly consists in persua- 
ding or forcing other people to he as 
good as ourselves. It is not progress 
that we object to ; on the contrary, we 
flatter ourselves that we are the most 
progressive people who ever lived. It 
is individuality that we war against : 
we should think we had done wonders 
if we had made ourselves all alike ; for- 
getting that the unlikeness of one per- 
son to another is generally the flrst 
thing which draws the attention of 
'Cither to the imperfection of his own 
type, and the superiority of another, or 
the possibility, by combining the ad- 
vantages of both, of producing some- 
thing better than either. We'have a 
warning example in^China— a nation 
of much talent, and, in some respects, 
even wisdom, owing to the rare good 
fortune of having been provided at an 
early period with a particularly good 
set of customs, the work, in some mea- 
sure, of men to whom even the most 
-enlightened European must accord, un- 
der certain limitations, the title of sages 
and philosophers. They are remark- 
able, too, in the excellence of their ap- 
paratus for impressing, as far as pos- 
sible, the best wisdom they possess 
upon every mind in the community, 
and securing that those who have ap- 
propriated most of it shall occupy the 
posts of honour and power. Surely the 
people who did this have discovered 
the secret of human progressiveness, 
and must have kept themselves steadily 
at the head of the movement of the 
world. On the contrary, they have 
become stationary — have remained so 
for thousands of years ; and if they are 
ever to be farther improved, it must be 
t>y foreigners. They have succeeded 
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beyond all hope in .what English phi. 
lanthropists are so industriously work- 
ing at in making a people all alike, 
all governing their thoughts and con- 
duct by the same maxims and rules ; 
and these are the fruits. The modern 
regime of public opinion is, in an un- 
organized form, what the Chinese edu- 
cational and political systems are in an 
organized; and unless individuality 
shall be. able successfully to assert it- 
self against this yoke, Europe, notwith- 
standing its noble antecedents and its 
professed Christianity, will tend to be- 
come another China. 

What is it that has hitherto pre- 
served Europe from this lot? What 
has made the European family of na- 
tions an improving, instead of a sta- 
tionary portion of mankind ? Not any 
superior excellence in them, which, 
when it exists, exists as the effect, not 
as the cause; but their remarkable 
diversity of character and culture. In- 
dividuals, classes, nations, have been 
extremely unlike one another : they 
have struck out a great variety of 
paths, each leading to something valu- 
able ; and although at every period 
those who travelled in different paths 
have been intolerant of one another, 
and each would have thought it an ex- 
cellenffthing if all the rest could have 
been compelled to travel his road, their 
attempts to thwart each other’s deve- 
lopment have rarely had any permanent 
success, and each has in time endured 
to receive the good which the others 
have offered. Europe is, in my judg- 
ment, wholly indebted to this plurality 
of paths for its progressive and many- 
sided development. But it already 
begins to possess this benefit in a con- 
siderably less degree. It is decidedly 
advancing towards the Chinese ideal of 
making all people alike. M. de Toc- 
queville, in his last important work, 
remarks how much more the French- 
men of the present day resemble one 
another, than did those even of the last 
generation. The same remark might he 
made of Englishmen in a far greater de- 
gree. In a passage already quoted from 
Wilhelm von Humboldt, he points out 
two things as necessary conditions of 
human development, because necessary 
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4o render people unlike one another; 
namely, freedom, and variety of situa- 
tions. The second of these two condi- 
tions is in this country every day 
diminishing. The circumstances which 
surround different classes and indivi- 
duals, and shape their characters, 
are daily becoming more assimilated. 
Formerly, different ranks, different 
neighbourhoods, different trades and 
professions, lived in what might be 
called different worlds ; at present to 
a great degree in the same. Compa- 
rativelv speaking, they now read the 
same things, listen to the same things, 
see the same things, go to the same 
places, have their hopes and fears 
directed to the same objects, have the 
same rights and liberties, and the same 
means of asserting them. Great as 
are the differences of position which 
remain, they are nothing to those which 
have ceased. And the assimilation is 
Still proceeding. All the political 
changes of the age promote it, since 
they all tend to raise the low and to 
lower the high. Every extension of 
education promotes it, because educa- 
tion brings people under common influ- 
ences, and gives them access to the 
general stock of facts and sentiments. 
Improvement in the means of <^)mmu- 
Mmrien promotes it, by bringing the 
InhadSfeaaais of distant places into per- 
sonal contact, and Icee^ng up a rapid 
flow of changes of residence between 
•one place and another. The increase 
of commerce and manufactures pro- 
motes it, by diffusing more widely the 
advantages of easy circumstances, and 
opening all objects of ambition, even 
the highest, to general competition, 
whereby the desire of rising becomes 
no longer the character of a particular 
class, but of all classes. A more 
powerful agency than even all these, 
m bringing about a general similarity 
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among mankind, is the complete es- 
tablishment, in this and other free 
countries, of the ascendancy of public 
opinion in the State. As the various 
social eminences which enabled per 
sons entrenched on .them to disregard 
the opinion of the multitude, gradually 
become levelled ; as the very idea of 
resisting the will of the public, when 
it is positively known that they have a 
will, disappears more and more from 
the minds of practical politicians ; 
there ceases to he any social support 
for nonconformity — any substantive 
power in society, which, itself opposed 
to the ascendancy of numbers, is in- 
terested in taking under its protection 
opinions and tendencies at variance 
with those of the public. 

The combination of all these causes 
forms so great a mass of influences 
hostile to Individuality, that it is not 
easy to see how it can stand its ground. 
It will do so with increasing difficulty, 
unless the intelligent part of the public 
can he made to feel its value — to see 
that it is good there 'should he differ- 
ences, even though not for the better, 
even though, as it may appear to them, 
some should he for the worse. If the 
claims of Individuality are ever to he 
asserted, the time is now, while much 
is still wanting to complete the en- 
forced assimilation. It is only in the 
earlier stages that any stand can be 
successfully made against the encroach- 
ment. TL© demand that jail other 
people shall resemble ourselves, grows 
by what it feeds on. If resistance 
waits till life is reduced nearly to one 
uniform, type, all deviations from that 
type will come to be considered im- 
pious, immoral, even monstrous and 
contrary to nature. Mankind speedily 
become unable to conceive diversity, 
when they have been for some time 
unaccustomed to see it. 
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CHAPTER IV. 


OF THE LIMITS TO THE AUTHORITY 

What, then, is the rightful limit to 
the sovereignty of the individual over 
himself? Where does the authority of 
society Begin ? How much of human 
life should he assigned to individuality, 
and how much to society ? 

Each will receive its proper share, if 
each has that which more particularly 
concerns it. To individuality should 
Belong the part of life in which it is 
chiefly the individual that is interested ; 
to society, the part which chiefly in- 
terests society. 

Though society is not founded on 
a contract, and though no good pur- 
pose is answered By inventing a con- 
tract in order to deduce social obliga- 
tions from it, every one who receives 
th'- protection of society owes a return 
for the benefit, and the fact of living in 
society renders it indispensable that 
each should be Bound to observe a cer- 
tain line of conduct towards tbe rest. 
This conduct consists, first, in not in- 
juring the interests of one another ; or 
rather certain interests, which, either 
by express legal provision or by tacit 
understanding, ought to be considered 
as rights ; and secondly, in each per- 
son’s hearing his share (to be fixed on 
some equitable principle) of the labours 
and sacrifices incurred for defending 
the society or its members from injury 
and molestation. These conditions 
society is justified in enforcing, at ^ all 
costs to those who endeavour to with- 
hold fulfilment. Nor is this all that 
society may do. The acts of an indi- 
vidual may he hurtful to others, or 
wanting in due consideration for their 
welfare, -without going to the length of 
violating any of their constituted rights. 
The offender may then he justly pun- 
ished by opinion, though not by law. 
As soon as any part of a person’s con- 
duct affects prejudicially the interests 
of others, society has jurisdiction over 
it, and the question ^whether the gene- 
ral welfare will or will not be promoted 
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by interfering with it, becomes open to 
discussion. But there* is no room for 
entertaining any such question when 
a person’s conduct affects the interests 
of no persons besides himself, or needs 
not affect them unless they like (all 
the persons concerned being of full age, 
and the ordinary amount of understand- 
ing). In all such cases, there should 
be perfect freedom, legal and social, to 
do the action and stand the conse- 
quences. 

It would be a great misunderstand- 
ing of this doctrine, to suppose that it 
is one of selfish indifference, which pre- 
tends that human beings have no hush 
ness with each other’s conduct in life, 
and that they should not concern them- 
selves about the well-doing or well- 
being of one another, unless their own 
interest is involved. Instead of any 
diminution, there is need of a great in- 
crease of disinterested exertion to pro- 
mote the good of others. But disin- 
terested benevolence can find other 
instruments to persuade people to their 
good, than whips and scourges, either 
of the literal or the metaphorical sort, 
I am the last person to undervalue the 
self-regarding virtues ; they are only 
second in importance, if even second, 
to the social. It is equally the busi- 
ness of education to cultivate both. 
But even education works by convic- 
tion and persuasion as well as by com- 
pulsion, and it is by the former only 
that, when the period of education is 
passed, the self-r^arding virtues should 
be inculcated. Human beings owe to- 
each other help to distinguish the 
better from the worse, and encourage- 
ment to choose the former and avoid 
the latter. They should he lor ever 
stimulating each other to increased ex- 
ercise of their higher faculties, and in- 
creased direction of their feelings and 
aims towards wise instead of foolish, 
elevating instead of degrading, objects 
and contemplations. But neither on* 
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admiration. He is so much the nearer 
to the ideal perfection rf human na- 
ture. If he is grossly deficient an those 
qualities, a sentiment the opposite of 
admiration will follow. There is a de- 
gree of folly, and a degree of what may 
be called (though the phrase is not un- 
objectionable) lowness or depravation 
of taste, which, though it cannot justify 
doing harm to the person who mani- 
fests it, renders him necessarily and 
properly a subject of distaste, or, m 
extreme cases, even of contempt . . a 
person could not have the opposite 
qualities in due strength without en- 
tertaining these feelings. Though 
doing no wrong to any one, a person 
may so act as to. compel us to judge 
him, and feel to him, as a fool, or as a 
being of an inferior order : and since 
this judgment and feeling are a .fact 
which he would prefer to avoid, it is 
doing him a service to warn him of it 
beforehand, as of any other disagree- 
able consequence to which he exposes 
himself. It would he well, indeed, if 
this good office were much more freely 
rendered than the common notions of 
politeness at present permit, and if one 
person could honestly point out to an- 
other that he thinks him in fault, 
without being considered unmannerly 
or presuming. We have a right, also, 
in various ways, to act upon our unfa- 
vourable opinion of any. one, .not to the 
oppression of his individuality, hut in 
the exercise of ours. We are. not 
hound, for example, to seek his society; 
we have a right to avoid it (though not 
to parade the avoidance), for we have 
a right to choose the society most ac- 
ceptable to us. We have a right, and 
it may be onr duty, to caution others 
against him, if we think his example 
or conversation likely to have a per- 
nicious effect on those with whom he 
associates. We may give, others a 
preference over him in optional good 
offices, except those which tend to hit 
improvement. In these various modes 
a person may suffer verv severe penal- 
ties at the hands of others, for. faults 
which directly concern only himself; 
but he suffers these penalties only in 
so far as they are the natural, and, as 
it were, the spontaneous consequences 


person, nor any numbeT of persons, is 
warranted in saying to another human 
creature of ripe years, that he shall 
not do with his life for his own benefit 
what he chooses to do with it. . He is 
the person most interested in liis own 
well-being: the interest which any 
other "person, except in cases of strong 
personal attachment, can have in it, 
trifling, compared with that which 
he himself has ; the. interest which 
society has in him individually (except 
as to his conduct to others) is fractional, 
and altogether indirect: while, with 
respect to his own feelings and circum- 
stances, the most ordinary man. or 
woman has means of knowledge im- 
measurably surpassing those that can 
he possessed by any one else. The in- 
terference of society to. overrule his 
judgment and purposes in what only 
regards himself, must be grounded on 
general presumptions ; which. may he 
altogether wrong, and even if right, 
are as likely as not to be misapplied 
to individual cases, , by persons no 
better acquainted with the circum- 
stances of such cases than those are 
who look at them merely from without. 
In this department, therefore, of human 
affairs, Individuality has its proper field 
of action. In the conduct of. human 
beings towards one another, it ig neces- 
sary that general rules should for the 
most part he observed, in order that peo- 
ple may know T what they have to expect : 
but in each person’s own concerns, 
his individual spontaneity is entitled 
to free exercise. Considerations to 
aid his judgment, exhortations to 
strengthen his will, may. be offered to 
him, even obtruded on him, by others ; 
but he himself is the final judge. All 
errors which he is likely to commit 
against advice and warning, are far 
outweighed by the evil of allowing 
others to constrain him to what they 
deem his good. 

I do not mean that the feelings with 
which a person is regarded by others, 
ought not to be in any way affected 
by his self-regarding qualities or defi- 
ciencies. This is neither possible nor 
desirable. If he is eminent in any of 
the qualities which conduce to his own 
good, he is, so far, a proper object of 
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of tlie faults themselves, not because 
they are purposely inflicted on him for 
the sake of punishment. A person 
who shows rashness, obstinacy, self- 
conceit — who cannot live within mo- 
derate means — who cannot restrain 
himself from hurtful indulgences — who 
pursues animal pleasures at the ex- 
pense of those of feeling and intellect 
— must expect to be lowered in the 
opinion of others, and to have a less 
share of their favourable sentiments; 
but of this he has no right to complain, 
unless he has merited their favour by 
special excellence in his social rela- 
tions, and has thus established a title 
to their good offices, w T hich is not 
affected by his demerits towards 
himself. 

What I contend for is, that the in- 
conveniences which are strictly insepa- 
rable from tbe unfavourable judgment 
of others, are the only ones to which 
a person should ever be subjected for 
that portion of bis conduct 'and cha- 
racter which concerns his own good, 
but which does not affect tbe interests 
of others in their relations with hhn. 
Acts injurious to others require a to- 
tally different treatment. Encroach- 
ment on their rights; infliction on 
them of any loss, or damage not justi- 
fied by bis own rights; falsehood or 
duplicity in dealing with them ; unfair 
or ungenerous use of advantages over 
them ; even selfish abstinence from de- 
fending them against injury — these 
are fit objects of moral reprobation, 
and, in grave cases, of moral retribu- 
tion and punishment. And not only 
these acts, but tbe dispositions which 
lead to them, are properly immoral, 
and fit subjects of disapprobation 
which may rise to abhorrence. Cruelty 
of disposition ; malice and ill-nature ; 
that most anti-social and odious of all 
passions, envy; dissimulation and in- 
sincerity; irascibility on insufficient 
cause, and resentment disproportioned 
to the provocation ; the love of domi- 
neering over others ; the desire to en- 
gross more than one’s share of advan- : 
tages (the ■n-Xeov^ta of the Greeks); 
the pride which derives gratification ’ 
from the abasement of others ; the 
«gotisni which thinks self and its con- 
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cerns more important than everything, 
else, and decides all doubtful questions 
in its own favour; — these are moral 
vices, and constitute a bad and odious- 
moral character: unlike the self-re- 
garding faults previously mentioned, 
which are not properly immoralities, 
and to whatever pitch they may be 
carried, do not constitute wickedness. 
They may be proofs of any amount of 
folly, or want of personal dignity and 
self-respect; but they are only a sub- 
ject of moral reprobation when they 
involve a breach of duty to others, for 
whose sake the individual is bound to 
have care for himself. What are called 
duties to ourselves are not socially ob- 
ligatory, unless circumstances render 
them at the same time duties to others. 
The term duty to oneself, when it. 
means anything more than prudence,, 
means self-respect or self-development ; . 
and for none of these is any one ac- 
countable to bis fellow-creatures, be- 
cause for none of them is it for the 
good of mankind that be be held ac- 
countable to them. 

The distinction between tbe loss of 
consideration which a person may 
rightly incur by defect of prudence or 
of personal dignity, and the reproba- 
tion which is due to him for an offence 
againsfr the rights of others, is not a 
merely nominal distinction. It makes 
a vast difference both in our feelings 
and in our conduct towards him, whe- 
ther he displeases us in things in which 
we think we have a right to control 
him, or in things in which we know 
that we have not. If he displeases us, 
we may express our distaste, and we 
may stand aloof from a person as well 
as from a thing that displeases us ; but 
we shall not therefore feel called on to 
make his life uncomfortable. We 
shall reflect that he already bears, or 
will bear, tne whole penalty of hia 
eiTor; if he spoils bis life by misma- 
nagement, we shall not, for that reason, 
desire to spoil it still further: instead 
of wishing to punish him, we shall 
rather endeavour to alleviate his pu- 
nishment, by showing him how be may 
avoid or cure the evils his conduct 
tends to bring upon him. He may bo 
to us an object of pity, perhaps of 
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like, hut not of anger or resentment ; 
we sliall not treat him like an enemy 
of society: the worst we shall think 
ourselves justified in doing is leaving 
him to himself, if we do not interfere 
benevolently by showing interest or 
concern for him. It is far otherwise 
if he has infringed the rules necessary 
for the protection of his fellow-crea- 
tures, individually or collectively. The 
evil consequences of his acts do not 
then fall on himself, hut on others ; and 
society, as the protector of all its mem- 
bers, must retaliate on him ; must in- 
flict pain on him for the express purpose 
of punishment, and must take care that 
it be sufficiently severe. In the one 
case, he is an offender at our bar, and 
we are called on not only to sit in 
judgment on him, hut, in one shape or 
another, to execute our own sentence : 
in the other case, it is not our part to 
inflict any suffering on him, except 
what may incidentally follow from our 
using the same liberty in the regula- 
tion of our own affairs, which we allow 
to him in his. 

The. ‘distinction here pointed out be- 
tween the part of a person’s life which 
concerns only himself, and that which 
concerns others, many persons will re- 
fuse to admit. How (it may he asked) 
ean any part of the conduct of ft mem- 
ber of society he a matter of indifference 
to the other members ? No person is 
an entirely isolated being; it is impos- 
sible for a person to do anything seri- 
ously or permanently hurtful to himself, 
without mischief reaching at least to 
his near connexions, and often far be- 
yond them. If he injures his property, 
he does harm to those who directly or 
indirectly derived support from it, and 
usually diminishes, by a greater or less 
amount, the general resources of the 
community. If he deteriorates his 
bodily or iental faculties, he not only 
brings evil upon all who depended on 
him for any portion of their happiness, 
but disqualifies himself for rendering 
the services which he owes to his fellow 
creatures generally; perhaps becomes 
a burthen on their affection or benevo- 
lence.; and if such conduct were very 
frequent, hardly any offence that is 
committed would detract more from the 
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| general sum of good. Finally, if by his- 
! vices or follies a person does no direct 
harm to others, he is nevertheless (it 
maybe said) injurious by his example; 
and ought to be compelled to control 
himself, for the sake of those whom the 
sight or knowledge of his conduct might 
corrupt or mislead. 

And even (it will be added) if the 
consequences of misconduct could be 
confined to the vicious or thoughtless 
individual, ought society to abandon to 
their own guidance those who arc mani- 
festly unfit for it? If protection against 
themselves is confessedly due to chil- 
dren and persons under age, is not so- 
ciety equally bound to afford it to per- 
sons of mature years who are equally 
incapable of self-government ? If gam- 
bling, or drunkenness, or incontinence, 
or idleness, or uncleanliness, are as in- 
jurious to happiness, and as great a. 
hindrance to improvement, as many or 
most of the acts prohibited by law, 
why (it may be asked) should not law, 
so far as is consistent with practica- 
bility and social convenience, endeavour 
to repress these also ? And as a sup- 
plement to the unavoidable imperfec- 
tions of law, ought not opinion at least 
to organize a powerful police against 
these vices, and visit rigidly with social 
penalties those who are known to prac- 
tise them? There is no question here 
(it may be said) about restricting indi- 
viduality, or impeding the trial of new 
ami original experiments in living. The 
only things it is sought to prevent ar& 
things which have been tried and con- 
demned from the beginningofthe world 
until now; things which experience has 
shown not to be useful or suitable to 
any person’s individuality. There must 
be some length oi time and amo un t of 
experience, after which a moral or pru- 
dential truth may be regarded as esta- 
Wished : and it is merely desired to 
prevent generation after generation 
from falling over the same precipice 
which has been fatal to their prede- 
cessors. 

I fully admit that the mischief which 
a person does to liiniseif may seriously 
affect, botlr through their sympathies 
and their interests, those nearly con- 
nected with him, and in a minor degree. 
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society at large. When, by conduct of 
this sort, a person is led to violate a 
distinct and assignable obligation to 
any other person or persons^ the case 
is taken out of the self-regarding class, 
and becomes amenable to moral disap- 
probation in the proper sense of the 
term j If, for example, a man, through 
intemperance or extravagance, becomes 
unable to pay his debts, or, having un- 
dertaken the moral responsibility of a 
family, becomes from the same cause 
incapable of supporting or educating 
them, he is deservedly reprobated, and 
might be justly punished ; hut it is for 
the breach of duty to his family or 
creditors, not for the extravagance. If 
the resources which ought to have been 
devoted to them, had been diverted 
from them for the most prudent invest- 
ment, the moral culpability would have 
been the same. George Barnwell mur- 
dered his uncle to get money for his 
mistress, but if he had done it to set 
himself up in business, he would equally 
have been hanged. Again, in the fre- 
quent casr* of man who causes grief 
to ins iamily by addiction to bad habits, 
he deserves reproach for his unkindness 
or ingratitude ; but so he may for culti- 
vating habits not in themselves vicious, 
if they are painful to those with whom 
he passes his life, or who from personal 
ties are dependent on him for tlieir 
comfort. Whoever fails in the con- 
sideration generally due to the inte- 
rests and feelings of others, . not being 
compelled by some more imperative 
duty, or justified by allowable self- 
preference, is a subject of moral disap- 
probation for that failure, but not for 
the cause c£ it, nor for the errors, 
merely personal to himself, which may 
have remotely led to it. In like man- 
ner, when a person disables himself, by 
conduct purely self-regarding, from the 
performance of some definite duty in- 
cumbent on him to the public, he is 
guilty of a social offence. No person 
ought to be punished simply for being 
drunk ; hut a soldier or a policeman . 
should he punished for being drunk on 
duty. Whenever, in short, there is a 
definite damage, or a . definite risk of 
damage, either to an individual or to 
the public, the case is taken out of the 
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province of liberty, and plated in that 
of morality or law. 

But with regard to the merely con- 
tingent, or, as it may he called, con- 
structive injury which a person causes 
to society, by conduct which neither 
violates any specific duty to the public, 
nor occasions perceptible hurt to any 
assignable individual except himself ; 
the inconvenience is on<? which society 
can afford to bear, for the sake of the 
greater good of human freedom. If 
grown persons are to be punished for 
not taking proper care of themselves, I 
would rather it were for their own sake, 
than under pretence of preventing them 
from impairing their capacity of ren- 
dering to society benefits which society 
does not pretend it has a right to exact. 
But I cannot consent to argue the point 
as if society had no means of bringing 
its weaker members up to its ordinary 
standard of rational conduct, except 
waiting till they do something irra- 
tional, and then punishing them, legally 
or morally, for it. Society has had 
absolute power over them during all the 
early portion of their existence : it has 
had the whole period of childhood and 
nonage in which to try whether it could 
make them capable of rational conduct 
in life. The existing generation is 
master #botli of the training and the 
entire circumstances of the generation 
to come ; it cannot indeed make them 
perfectly wise and good, because it is 
itself so lamentably deficient in good- 
ness and wisdom ; and its best efforts 
are not always, in individual cases, its 
most successful ones ; but it is perfectly 
well able to make the rising genera- 
tion, as a whole, as good as, and a little 
better than, itself. If society lets any 
considerable number of its members 
grow up mere children, incapable of 
being acted on by rational considera- 
tion of distant motives, society has it- 
self to blame for the consequences. 
Armed not only with all the powers of 
education, but with the ascendancy 
which the authority of a received opi- 
nion always exercises over the minds 
who are least fitted to judge for them 
selves ; and aided by tlie natural penal- 
ties which cannot be prevented from 
falling o« those, who incur the distaste 
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or the contempt of those who know 
them; let not society pretend that it 
needs, besides all this, the power to 
issue commands and enforce obedience 
in the personal concerns of individuals, 
in which, on all principles of justice 
and policy, the decision ought to rest 
with those who are to abide the con- 
sequences. Nor is there anything 
which tends more to discredit and 
frustrate the better means of influencing 
conduct, than a resort to the worse, if 
there be among those whom it is at- 
tempted to coerce into prudence or 
temperance, any of the material of 
which vigorous and independent cha- 
racters are made, they will infallibly 
rebel against the yoke. No such per- 
son will ever feel that others have a 
right to control him in his concerns, 
such as they have to prevent *him from 
injuring them in theirs ; and it easily 
comes to be considered a mark of spirit 
and courage to fly in the face of such 
usurped authority, and do with osten- 
tation the exact opposite of what it 
enjoins ; as in the fashion of grossness 
which succeeded, in the time of Charles 
II., to the fanatical moral intolerance 
of the Puritans. With respect to what 
is said of the necessity of protecting 
society from the bad example set to 
others by the vicious or the sel indul- 
gent ; it is true that bad example may 
have a pernicious effect, especially the 
example of doing wrong to others with 
impunity to the wrong-doer. But we 
are now speaking of conduct which, 
while it does no wrong to others, is 
supposed to do great harm to the agent 
himself : and 1 do not see liow those 
who believe this, can think otherwise 
than that the example, on the whole, 
must be more salutary than hurtful, 
since, if it displays the misconduct, it 
displays also the painful or degrading 
consequences which, if the conduct is 
justly censured, must be supposed to 
be yn all or most cases attendant 
on it. 

But the strongest of all the argu- 
ments against the interference of the 
public with purely personal conduct, is 
that when it does interfere, the odds 
are that it interferes wrongly, and in 
the wrong place. On questions of 


social morality, of duty to others, the 
opinion of the public, that is, of 
an overruling majority, though often 
wrong, is likely to be still oftene* 
right ; because on such questions they 
are only required to judge of their own 
interests ; of the manner in which 
some mode of conduct, if allowed tor 
be practised, would affect themselves, 
But the opinion of a similar majority, 
imposed as a law on the minority, on 
questions of self-regarding conduct, is 
quite as likely to he wrong as right ; 
for in these cases public opinion means, 
at the best, some people's opinion of 
what is good or bad for other people ; 
while very often it does not even mean 
that ; the public, with the most perfect 
indifference, passing over the pleasure 
or convenience of those whose conduct 
they censure, and considering only 
their own preference. There are many 
who consider as an injury to them- 
selves any conduct which they have a 
distaste for, and resent it as an outrage 
to their feelings ; as a religious bigot, 
when charged with disregarding the 
religious feelings of others, has been 
known to retort that they disregard 
his feelings, by persisting in their 
abominable worship or creed. But 
there is no parity between the feeling 
of a person for his own opinion, and 
the feeling of another who is offended 
at his holding it; no more than be- 
tween the desire of a thief to take a 
purse, and the desire of the right owner 
to keep it. And a person’s taste is as 
much Tils own peculiar concern as his 
opinion or his purse. It is easy for 
any one to imagine an ideal public, 
which leaves the freedom and choice of 
individuals in all uncertain matters 
undisturbed, and only requires them 
to abstain from modes of conduct which 
universal experience has condemned. 
But where has there been seen a public 
which set any such limit to its censor- 
ship? or when does the public trouble 
itself about universal experience ? In 
its interferences with personal conduct 
it is seldom thinking of anything but 
the enormity of acting or feeling 
differently from itself; and this stan- 
dard of judgment, thinly disguised, is 
held up to mankind as the dictate of 

E 
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relipon and philosophy, hy nine-tenths 
of all moralists and speculative writers. 
These teach that tilings are right be- 
cause they are right ; because we feel 
them to be so. They tell us to search 
in our own minds and hearts for laws 
of* conduct binding on ourselves and on 
all others. What can the poor public 
do but apply these instructions, and 
make their own personal feelings of 
good and evil, if they are tolerably 
unanimous in them, obligatory on all 
the world? 

The evil here pointed out is not one 
which exists only in theory ; and it 
may perhaps he expected that I should 
specify the instances in which the 
public oftliis age and country improperly 
invests its own preferences with the 
Character of moral laws. 1 am not 
writing an essay on the aberrations of 
existing moral feeling. That is too 
weighty a subject to be discussed 
parenthetically and hy way of illus- 
tration. Yet examples are necessary, 
to show 7 that the principle 1 maintain 
is of serious and practical moment, and 
that I am not endeavouring to erect a 
barrier against imaginary evils. And 
it is not difficult to show, by abundant 
instances, that to extend the bounds of 
what may be called moral police, until 
it encroaches on the most, unquestion- 
ably legitimate liberty of the indivi- 
dual, is one of the most universal of all 
human propensities. 

• As a first instance, consider the 
antipathies which men cherish on no 
better grounds than that persons whose 
religious opinions are different from 
theirs, do not practise their religious 
observances, especially their religious 
abstinences. To cite a rather trivial 
-example, nothing in the creed or prac- 
tice of Christians does more to envenom 
the hatred of Mahomedans against 
them, than the fact of their eating 
pork There are few acts which 
Christians and Europeans regard with 
■more unaffected disgust, than Mussul- 
mans regard this particular mode of 
satisfying hunger. It 5s, in the first 
lace’ an offence against their religion ; 
tit this circumstance by no means ex- 
plains either the degree or the kind of 
their repugnance ; ibr wine also is for- 
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bidden by their religion, and to parv 
take of it is by all Mussulmans ac* 
counted wrong, but not disgusting. 
Their aversion to. the flesh of. the 
* unclean beast’ is, on the contrary, of 
that peculiar character, resembling an 
instinctive antipathy, which the idea 
of uncleanness, when once it thoroughly 
sinks into the feelings, sterns always to 
excite even in those whose personal 
habits are anything but scrupulously 
cleanly, and oi which the sentiment of 
religious impurity, so intense in the 
Hindoos, is a remarkable example. 
Suppose now that in a people, of whom 
the majority were Mussulmans, that 
majority should insist upon not pern 
mitting pork to be eaten within the 
limits of the country. This would be 
nothing new in Mahomedan countries.'*' 
Would it 8 be a legitimate exercise of 
the moral authority of public opinion ? 
and if not, w 7 hy not ? The practice is 
really revolting to such a public. They 
also sincerely think that it is forbidden 
and abhorred by the Deity. Neither 
could the prohibition be censured as 
religious persecution. It might be re- 
ligious in its origin, hut it -would not 
be persecution for religion, since no- 
body’s religion makes it a duty to eat 
pork. The only tenable ground of 
condemnation would he, that with the 
personal tastes and self-regarding con- 
cerns of individuals the public has no 
business to interfere. 

To come somewhat nearer home* 
the majority of Spaniards consider it a 
gross impiety* offensive in the highest 
degree to the Supreme Being, to wor- 

* The case of the Bombay Parsees is a 
curious instance in point. When this indus- 
trious and enterprising tribe, the descen- 
dants of the Persian fire-worshippers, thing 
from their native country before the Caliphs, 
arrived in Western India, they were ad- 
mitted to toleration by the Hindoo sovereigns, 
on condition of not eating beef. W hen those 
regions afterwards fell under the dominion 
of Mahomedan conquerors, the Parsees ob- 
tained from them a continuance of indul- 
gence, on condition of refraining from pork. 

; What was at first obedience to authority be- 
came a second nature, and the Parsees to 
this day abstain both from beef. an>l pork. 
Though nut required by their religion, the* 
double abstinence bus had time to grow into 
a custom, of their tribe ; and custom, in Llici 
Bast, is a religion. 
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•ship him in any other maimer than 
the Roman Catholic: and no other 
public worship is lawful on Spanish 
soil. The people of all Southern 
Europe look upon a married clergy 
as not only irreligious, hut unchaste, 
indecent, gross, disgusting. What do 
Protestants think of these perfectly 
sincere feelings, and of the attempt to 
-enforce tliei^ against non-Catholics ? 
Yet, if mankind are justified in inter- 
fering with each other s liberty in 
things which do not concern the inter- 
ests of others, on what principle is it 
possible consistently to exclude these 
cases? or who can blame people for 1 
desiring to suppress what they regard 
as a scandal in the sight of God and 
man ? No stronger case can be shown 
for prohibiting anything which is re- 
garded as a personal immorality, than 
is made out for suppressing these prac- 
tices in the eyes of those who regard 
them as impieties ; and unless we" are 
willing to adopt the logic of persecu- 
tors, and to say that we may persecute 
ethers because we are right, and that 
they must not persecute us because 
they^ are wrong, we must beware of 
admitting a principle of which we 
should resent as a gross injustice the 
.application to ourselves. 

The preceding instances may he ob- 
jected to, although unreasonably, as 
drawn from contingencies impossible 
among us opinion, in this country, 
not being likely to enforce abstinence 
from meats, or to interfere with people 
for worshipping, and for eit her marry- 
ing or not. marrying, according to their 
•creed or inclination. The next exam- 
ple, however, shall be taken from an 
interference with liberty which we have 
by no means passed all danger o'. 
'Wherever the Puritans have been suffi- 
ciently powerful, as in New England, 
and inbreat Britain at the time of the 
Commonwealth, they have endeavoured, 
with considerable success, to put down 
all public, and nearly all private, 
amusements : especially music, dancing, 
public games, or other assemblages f or 
purposes of diversion, and the theatre. 
There are still in this country large 
bodies of persons by whose notions of 
morality, and religion these recreations ; 
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are condemned ; and those persons be 
longing chiefly ,tb the middle class, wlio 
are the ascendant power in the present 
social and political condition of the 
kingdom, it is by no means impossible 
that persons of these sentiments may 
at some time or other command a ma- 
jority in Parliament. How will the 
remaining portion of the community 
like to have the amusements that shall 
be permitted 'to them regulated by the 
religious and moral sentiments of the 
stricter Calvinists and Methodists? 
Would they not, with considerable pe- 
remptoriness, desire these intrusively 
pious members of society to mind their 
own business'? This is precisely what 
should be said : to every government and 
every public, who have the pretension 
that no pers'oh shall enjoy any pleasure 
which they think wrong. But if the 
principle of the pretension he admitted, 
no one can reasonably object to its W 
ing acted oh in the sense of the majo- 
rity, or other preponderating power in 
the country ; and all persons must be 
ready to conform to the idea of a Chris- 
tian commonwealth, as understood by 
the early settlers -in New England, if a 
religious profession similar "to theirs 
should ever 4 succeed in regaining its 
lost ground, as religions supposed to be 
declining have so often been known 
to do. ■ ' "■ ■ 

To imagine another contingency, 
perhaps more? likely to be realized than 
the one last mentioned. UThere is con- 
fessedly a strong tendency in the 
modern world towards a democratic 
constitution of society, accompanied or 
not ^ by popular 'political institutions. 

It is affirmed that in the country 
where this tendency is most completely 
realized — where both society and the 
government are most democratic— the 
United States— the feeling of the ma- 
jority, to whom any appearance of a 
more showy or costly style of living 
than they c&n hope to rival is disagree- 
able, operates as a tolerably effectual 
sumptuary law,' and that iir many 
parts of the Union it is really difficult 
for a person possessing a very large in- 
! C01 V e t(, .5fuj any mode of .spending 
which will not metir populardisappro- 
hation. Though such statements as. 
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these are doubtless much exaggerated colony, and of nearly half the Unite# 
as a representation of existing facts, States, have been interdicted by law- 
the state of things they describe is not from making any use whatever offer- 
only a conceivable and possible, but a mented drinks, except for medical pur. 
probable result of democratic feeling, poses : for prohibition of their sale is- 
combined with the notion that the in fact, as it is intended to be, prohibi- 
public has a right to a veto on the tion of their use. And though the im- 
nianner in which individuals shall practicability of executing the law has 
spend their incomes. We have only caused its repeal in several of the 
further to suppose a considerable diflu- States which had adopted it, including 
sion of Socialist opinions, and it may the one from which it derives its name 
become infamous in the eyes of the an attempt has notwithstanding been 
majority to possess more property than commenced, and is prosecuted with con 
sdme very small amount, or any income siderable zeal by many of the professes 
not earned by manual labour. Opinions philanthropists, to agitate for a similar 
similar in principle to these, already law in this country. The association, 
prevail widely among the artizan or 4 Alliance’ as it terms itself, which 
class, and weigh oppressively on those has been formed for this purpose, has 
who are amenable to the opinion chiefly acquired some notoriety through the 
>£ that class, namely, its own mem- publicity given to a correspondence 
bers. It is known that the bad work- between its Secretary and one of the 
men who form the majority of the very few English pulblic men who hold 
operatives in many branches of in- that a politician s opinions ought to-be 
dustry, are decidedly of opinion that founded on principles. Lord Stanley’s 
bad workmen ought to receive the share in this correspondence is calcu- 
eame wages as good, and that no one lated to strengthen the hopes already 
ought to be allowed, through piece- built on him, "by those who know how 
work or otherwise, to earn by superior rare such qualities as are manifested 
skill or industry more than others cun in some of his public appearances, un- 
without it.. And they employ a moral happily are among those who figure in 
police, which occasionally becon'es a political life. The organ of the Alli- 
physical one, to deter skilful workmen ance, who would 4 deeply deplore the 
mom receiving, and employers from recognition of anv principle which 
giving, a larger . remuneration for a could be. wrested to^ justify bigotry and 
more useful service. If the public persecution,’ undertakes to point out 
have any jurisdiction over private con- the 4 broad and impassable barrier' 
cerns, I cannot see that these people which divides such principles from 
are in fault, or. that any individual’s those of the association. 4 All matters- 
particular public can be blamed for relating to thought, opinion, conscience, 
asserting the same authority over his appear to. me,’ lie says, 4 to he without 
individual conduct, which the general the sphere oflegislation : ail pertaining 
public asserts over people in general. to social act, habit, relation, subject- 
. Lut, without dwelling upon supposi- only to a discretionary power vested 
titious cases, there are, in our own in the State itself* and not in the indi- 
day, gross usurpations upon the liberty vidual, to be within it.’ No mention is 
of private life actually practised, and made of a third class, different from 
«till greater ones threatened with some either of these, viz. acts and habits 
expectation of success, and opinions which are not social, but individual; 
propounded which. assert an unlimited although it is to this class, surely, that 
nght in the public not only to pro- the act of drinking fermented "liquors 
Mbit by law' everything which it thinks belongs. Selling fermented liquors, 
wrong, but in order to get at what it however, is trading, and trading is a 
blinks wrong, to prohibit a number of social act. But the infringement com- 
things which it admits to he innocent. plained of is not on the liberty of the- 
Under the name of preventing in- seller, but on that of the buyer and 
Jemperanoe, the people of one English consumer: since the State might just 
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-cs well forbid him to drink wine, as 
'purposely make it impossible for him 
to obtain it. The Secretary, however, 
says, * I claim, as a citizen, a right to 
legislate whenever my social rights are 
invaded by the social act of another/ 
And now for the definition of these 
4 social rights/ ‘ If anything invades 
my social .rights, certainly the traffic 
an strong drink does. It destroys my 
primary right of security, by con- 
stantly creating and stimulating social 
disorder. It invades my right of 
equality, by deriving a profit from the 
creation of a misery 1 am taxed to sup- 
port. It impedes my right to free 
moral and intellectual development, by 
surrounding my path with dangers, 
■and by weakening and demoralizing 
society, from which I have a right to 
claim mutual aid and intercourse/ A 
theory of* social rights/ the like of which 
probably never before found its way 
into distinct language : being nothing 
short of this— that it is the absolute 
social right of every individual, that 
every other individual shall act in 
every respect exactly as he ought ; that 
whosoever fails thereof in the smallest 
particular, violates my social right, 
and entitles me to demand from the 
legislature the removal of thg griev- 
ance. So monstrous a principle is far 
more dangerous than any single inter- 
ference with liberty; there is no violation 
of liberty which it would not justify; 
it acknowledges no right to any freedom 
whatever, except perhaps to that of 
holding opinions in secret, without 
ever disclosing them : for, the moment 
. an opinion which I consider noxious 
passes any one’s lips, it invades all the 
4 social rights’ attributed to me by the 
.Alliance. The doctrine ascribes to all 
i mankind a vested interest in each 
other’s moVal, intellectual, and even 
■physical perfection, to be defined by each 
claimant according to his own standard. 

^ Another important example of ille- 
gitimate interference with the riglit- 
•fnl liberty of the individual, not simply 
threatened, but long since carried into 
triumphant effect, is Sabbatarian legis- 
lation. Without doubt, abstinence on 
one day in the week, so far as the exi- 
gencies of life permit, from the usual J 


daily occupation, though in no respect 
religiously binding on any except Jaws, 
is a highly beneficial custom. And 
inasmuch as this custom cannot be ob- 
served without a general consent to 
that effect among the industrious 
classes, therefore, in so far as some 
persons by working may impose the 
same necessity on others, it may be 
allowable and right that the law should 
guarantee to each the observance by 
others of the custom, by suspending 
the greater operations of industry on a 
particular day. But this justification, 
grounded on the direct interest which 
others have in each individual’s ob- 
servance of the practice, does not apply 
to tlie self-chosen occupations in which 
a person may think fit to employ hia 
leisure ; nor does it hold good, in the 
smallest degree, for legal restrictions 
on amusements. It is true that the 
amusement of some is the day’s work 
of others ; but the pleasure, not to say 
the useful recreation, of many, is worth 
the labour of a few, provided the occu- 
pation is freely chosen, and can he 
freely resigned. The operatives are 
perfectly right in thinking that if all 
worked on Sunday, seven days’ work 
would have to be given for six days’' 
wages : but so long as the great mass 
of employments are suspended, tho 
small number who for the enjoyment 
of others must still work, obtain a pro- 
portional increase of earnings; and 
they are not obliged to follow those 
occupations, if they prefer leisure to 
emolument. If a further remedy is 
sought, it might he found in the 
establishment by custom of a holiday 
on some other day of the week for 
those particular classes of persons. 
The only ground, therefore, on which 
restrictions on Sunday amusements can 
he defended, must he that they are re- 
ligiously wrong; a motive of legisla- 
tion which can never be too earnestly 
protested against. ‘Deorum injuria* 
Diis curse/ It remains to be proved 
that society or any of its officers holds 
a commission from on high to avenge 
any supposed offence to Omnipotence, 
which is not also a wrong to our 
fellow creatures. The notion that it 
is one man’s duty that another ”hculd 
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be religions, was the foundation of all 
the religious persecutions ever perpe- 
trated, and if admitted, would fully 
justify them. Though the feeling 
•which, breaks out in the repeated at- 
tempts to stop railway travelling on 
Sunday, in the resistance to the open- 
ing of Museums, and the - like, has 
40 t the cruelty of the old persecutors, 
the state of mind indicated by it is 
/undamentally the same. It is a deter- 
mination not to tolerate others in doing 
what is permitted by their religion,, 
because it is not permitted by the per- 
secutor’s religion. It is a belief that 
God. not only abominates the act of the 
misbeliever, hut will not hold us guilt- 
less if we leave him unmolested. 

I cannot refrain from adding to these 
examples of the little account commonly 
made of human libeiTy, the language 
of downright persecution which breaks 
out from the press of this country, 
whenever it feels called on to notice 
the remarkable phenomenon of Mormon- 
Ism.; „ Much might be said on the -un- 
expected and instructive fact, that an 
alleged new revelation, and a religion 
founded on it, the product of palpable 
imposture, not even supported by the 
prestige of extraordinary qualities in 
its* founder, is believed by hundreds 
of thousands, and has been made the 
foundation of a society, in the age of 
newspapers, railways, and the electric 
telegraph. What here concerns us is, 
that this religion, like other and better 
religions, has its martyrs ; that its 
prophet and founder was, for his teach- 
ing,; put to death by a mob; that others 
of its . adherents lost their lives by the 
same, .lawless violence ; that they were 
forcibly expelled, in a body, from the 
country in which they first grew up ; 
while,, now that they have been chased 
into a solitary recess in the midst of a 
.desert, many in this country openly de- 
clare that it would he right (only that 
it is, not convenient) to send an expedi- . 
tion. against them, and compel ' them 
by force to conform to the opinions of 
other people. The article of the 
Mormonite doctrine which is the chief 

f ro vocative to the antipathy which thus 
teaks through the ordinary restraints 
of religious tolerance, is its sanction of 


polygamy; which, though permitted 
to Mahomedan«, and. Hindoos, and 
Chinese, seems to excite unquenchable 
animosity when practised by person* 
who speak English, and profess to be a- 
kind of Christians. Ko one has a 
deeper disapprobation than I have of 
this Mormon institution ; .both for other 
reasons, and because, far from being in 
any way countenanced by the principle* 
of liberty, it is. a direct infraction of 
that principle, being a mere riveting 
of the chains of one half of the com- 
munity, and an emancipation of the- 
other from reciprocity of obligation 
towards them. Still, it must be re- 
membered that this relation is as much, 
voluntary on the part of the women- 
concerned in it, and who may be deemed 
the sufferers by it, as is the case with 
any other form of the marriage institu- 
tion ; and however surprising this fact 
may appear, it has its explanation in 
the common ideas and customs of the 
world, which teaching women to think 
marriage. the one thing needful, make 
it intelligible that many a woman 
should prefer being one of several wives,, 
to not being a wife at all. ‘ Other 
countries are not asked to ' recognise- 
such unions, or release any portion of 
their inhabitants from their own laws 
on the score of Mormonite opinions. But 
when the dissentients have conceded 
to the hostile sentiments of others, far 
more than could justly be demanded ; 
when they have left the'' countries to 
which their doctrines were unaccept- 
able, and established themselves in a re- 
mote corner of the earth, which they 
have been the first to render habitable to 
human beings ; it is difficult to see on 
,what principles but those of' tyranny 
they can be prevented from living 
there under what laws they please, 
provided they commit no aggression on- 
other nations, and allow perfect free- 
dom.. of departure to those who are dis- 
satisfied with their ways. A recent? 
writer, in some respects of considerable- 
merit, proposes (to use bis own words) 
not' a crusade, but a civilizade, against 
this polygamous community, to put a fit 
end to what Seems to him; a retrograde 
step in civilization. It also appears so* 
to me, hut I am not aware that any 
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better of barbarism when barbarism 
had the world to itself, it is too much; 


community has a right to force another 
to be civilized. So long as the sufferers 
by the bad law do not invoke assistance 
from other communities, I cannot ad- 
mit that persons entirely unconnected 
with them ought to step in and require 
that a condition of things with which 
all who are directly interested appear 
to he satisfied, should be put an end to 
because it is a scandal to persons some 
thousands of miles distant, who have 
no part or concern in it. Let them 
send missionaries, if they please, to 
preach against it; and let them, by 
any fair means (of which silencing the 
teachers is not one,) oppose the pro- 
gress of similar doctrines among their 
own people. If civilization has got the 


to profess to be afraid lest barbarism, 
after having been fairly got. under, 
should revive and conquer civilization. 

; A civilization that can thus succumb 
to its vanquished enemy, must first 
have become so degenerate, that neither 
its appointed priests and teachers, nor 
anybody else, lias the capacity, or will 
take the trouble, to stand up for it. ^ If 
this be so, the sooner such a civiliza- 
tion receives notice to quit, the better. 
It can only go on from bad to worse, 
until destroyed and regenerated (like 
the Western Empire) by energetic 
barbarians. 


CHAPTER V. 


APPLIC 

The principles asserted in these pages 
must be more generally admitted as 
the basis for discussion of details, be- 
fore a consistent application of them to 
all the various departments of govern- 
ment and morals can he attempted 
with any prospect of advantage. The 
few observations I propose to make on 
questions of detail, are designed to 
illustrate the principles, rather than to 
follow them out to their consequences. 
I offer, not so much applications, as 
specimens of application ; which may 
serve to bring into greater clearness 
the meaning and limits of the two 
maxims which together form the en- 
tire doctrine of this Essay, and to assist 
the judgment in holding the balance 
between them, in the cases where it 
appears doubtful which of them is ap- 
plicable to the case. 

; The maxims are, first, that the indi- 
vidual is not accountable to society for 
his actions, in so far as these concern 
the interests of no person but himself. 
Advice, instruction, persuasion, and 
avoidance hy other people if thought 
necessary hy them for their own good, ; 
are the only measures by which society 
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can justifiably express its dislike or 
disapprobation of his conduct. Se- 
condly, that for such actions as are 
prejudicial to the interests of others, 
the individual is accountable, and may 
be subjected either to social or-to legal 
punishment, if society is of opinion 
that the one or the other is requisite 
for its protection. 

In the first place,, it must by no 
means be supposed, because damage, 
or probability of damage, to the inte- 
rests of others, can alone justify the 
interference of society, that therefore it 
always does justify such interference. 
In many cases, an individual, in pui* 
suing a legitimate object, necessarily 
and therefore legitimately causes pain 
or loss to others, or intercepts a good 
which they had a reasonable hope of 
obtaining. Such oppositions of inte- 
rest between individuals often arise 
from , bad social institutions, but are 
unavoidable while those institutions 
last ; and some would be unavoidable 
•under any institutions. Whoever suc- 
ceeds in an overcrowded profession, or 
in a competitive examination ; whoever 
is preferred to another in any contest 
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for an object which both desire, reaps 
benefit from the loss of others, from 
their wasted exertion and their disap- 
pointment. But it is, by common ad- 
mission, better for the general interest 
of mankind, that persons should pursue 
their objects undeterred by this sort of 
consequences. In other words, society 
admits no right, either legal or moral, 
in the disappointed competitors, to im- 
munity from this kind of suffering; 
and feels called on to interfere, only 
when means of success have been em 
ployed which it is contrary to the ge- 
neral interest to permit — namely, fraud 
or treachery, and force. 

Again, trade is a social act. Who- 
ever undertakes to sell any description 
of goods to the public, does what af- 
fects the interest of other persons, and 
of society in general ; and thus his 
conduct, in principle, comes within the 
jurisdiction of society : accordingly, it 
was once held to he the duty of go- 
vernments, in all cases which were 
considered of importance, to fix prices, 
and regulate the processes of manufac- 
ture. But it is now recognised, though 
not till after a long struggle, that both 
the cheapness and the good quality of 
commodities are most effectually pro- 
vided for by leaving the producers and 
sellers perfectly free, under the sole 
check of equal freedom to the buyers 
for supplying themselves elsewhere. 
This is the so-called doctrine of Free 
Trade, which rests on grounds different 
from, though equally solid with, the 
principle of individual liberty asserted 
in this Essay. Restrictions on trade, 
or on production for purposes of 
trade, are indeed restraints ; and all 
restraint, qua restraint, is an evil : hut 
the restraints in question affect only 
that part of conduct which society is 
competent to restrain, and are wrong 
solely because they do not really pro- 
duce the results which it is desired to 
produce by them. As the principle of 
individual liberty is not involved in the 
doctrine of Eree Trade, so neither is it 
in most of the questions which arise 
respecting the limits of that doctrine ; 
as for example, what amount of public 
control is admissible for the prevention 
»f fraud by adulteration ; how far sani- 


tary precautions, or arrangements to 
protect workpeople employed in dan- 
gerous occupations, should be enforced 
on employers. Such questions involve 
considerations of liberty, only in so far 
as leaving people to themselves is al- 
ways better, cceteris paribus, than con- 
trolling them : hut that they may be 
legitimately controlled for these ends, 
is in principle undeniable. On the 
other hand, there are questions relating 
to interference with trade, which are 
essentially questions of liberty; such 
as the Maine Law, already touched 
upon ; the prohibition of the importa- 
tion of opium into China ; the restric- 
tion of the sale of poisons ; all cases, 
in short, where the object of the inter- 
ference is tc make it impossible or 
difficult to obtain a particular, com- 
modity. These interferences are ob- 
jectionable, not as infringements on 
the liberty of the producer or seller, 
hut on that of the buyer. 

One of these examples, that of the 
sale of poisons, opens a new question ; 
the proper limits of what may be called 
the functions of police ; how far liberty 
may legitimately he invaded for the 
prevention of crime, or of accident. It 
is one of the undisputed functions of 
government to take precautions against 
crime before it has been committed, as 
well as to detect and punish it after- 
wards. The preventive function of 
government, however, is far more liable 
to he abused, to the prejudice of liberty, 
than the punitory function; for there 
is hardly any part of the legitimate 
freedom of action of a human being 
which w T ould not admit of being repre- 
sented, and fairly too, as increasing the 
facilities for some form or other of de- 
linquency. Nevertheless, if a public 
authority, or even a private person, 
sees any one evidently preparing to 
commit a crime, they are not hound to 
look on inactive until the crime is 
committed, but may interfere to pre- 
vent it. If poisons were never bougnt 
or used for any purpose except the 
commission of murder, it weald be 
right to prohibit their manufacture and 
sale. They may, however, be wanted 
not only for innocent but for useful 
purposes,, and restrictions cannot ba 
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imposed in the one case without ope- 
rating in the ether. A-gain, it is a 
proper office of public authority to 
guard against accidents. If either a 
public officer or any one else saw a 
person attempting to cross a bridge 
which had been ascertained to be un- 
safe, and there were no time to warn 
him of his danger, they might seize 
him and turn him back, without any 
real infringement of his liberty; for 
liberty consists in doing what one . de- 
sires, and he does not desire to fall into 
the river. Nevertheless, when there 
is not a certainty, hut only a danger 
of mischief, no one hut the person him- 
self can judge of the sufficiency of the 
motive which may prompt him to in- 
cur the risk : in this case, therefore, 
(unless he is a child, or delirious, or in 
some state of excitement or absorption 
incompatible with the full use of the 
reflecting faculty) he ought, I conceive, 
to he only warned of the danger; not 
forcibly prevented from exposing him- 
self to it. Similar considerations, ap- 
plied to such a question as the sale of 
poisons, may enable us to decide which 
among the possible modes of regulation 
are or are not contrary to principle. 
Such a precaution, for example, as that 
of labelling the drug with some word 
expressive of its dangerous character, 
may be enforced without violation of 
liberty : the buyer cannot wish not to 
know that the thing he possesses has 
poisonous qualities. But to require in 
all cases the certificate of a medical 
practitioner, would make it sometimes 
impossible, always expensive, to obtain 
the article for legitimate uses. The 
only mode apparent to me, in which 
difficulties may be thrown in the way 
of crime committed through this means, 
without any infringement, worth taking 
into account, upon the liberty of those 
who desire the poisonous subsiance for 
other purposes, consists in providing 
what, in the apt language of Benthnm, 
is called £ preappointed evidenced This 
provision is familiar to every one in the 
case of contracts. It is usual and right 
that the law, when a contract is en- 
tered into, should require as the con- 
dition of its enforcing performance, that 
certain formalities should be observed, 


such as signatures, attestation of wit- 
nesses, anil the like, in order that in 
case of subsequent dispute, there may 
be evidence to prove that the contract 
was really entered into, and that there 
was nothing in the circumstances to 
render it legally invalid: the effect 
being to throw great obstacles in the 
way of fictitious contracts, or contracts 
made in circumstances which, if known, 
would destroy their validity. Precau- 
tions of a similar nature might he en- 
forced in the sale of articles adapted to 
he instruments of crime. The seller, 
for example, might be required to enter 
in a register the exact time of the trans- 
action, the name and address of the 
buyer, the precise quality and quantity 
sold ; to ask the purpose for which it 
was wanted, and record the answer he 
received. When there was no medical 
prescription, the presence of some third 
erson might be required, to. bring 
ome the fact to the purchaser, in case 
there should afterwards be reason to 
believe that the article had been applied 
to criminal purposes. Such regulations ' 
would in general be no material im- 
pediment to obtaining the article, but 
a very considerable one to making an 
improper use of it without detection. 

The right inherent in society, to 
ward off crimes against itself by ante- 
cedent precautions, suggests the obvi- 
ous limitations to the maxim, that 
purely self-regarding misconduct can- 
not properly be meddled with in the 
way of prevention or puuishment. 
Drunkenness, for example, in ordinary 
cases, is not a fit subject for legisla 
tive interference ; hut I should deem 
it perfectly legitimate that a person, 
who had once been convicted of any 
act of violence to others under the in- 
fluence of drink, should be placed 
under a special legal restriction, per- 
sonal to himself ; that if he were after- 
wards found drunk, he should be liable 
to a penalty, and that if when in that 
state he committed another offence, 
the punishment to which he would be 
liable for that other offence should be 
increased in severity. The making 
himself drunk, in a person whom 
drunkenness excites to do harm to 
others, is a crime against others. So, 
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ajj&an, idleness, except; in a person re- 
ceiving, support from the public, or 
except when it constitutes a breach of 
contract, cannot without tyranny be 
made a;. subject of legal punishment ; 
but -if,, either from idleness or from any 
other avoidable cause, a man fails to 
perform bis legal dnties to others, as 
for instance to support his children, it 
is no tyranny' to force him to fulfil that 
obligation, bj'’ compulsory labour, if no 
other means are available. ' 

Again, there are many acts which, 
being, directly injurious only to the 
agents .themselves, ought not to be 
legally interdicted, but which, if done 
publicly, are a violation of good man- 
ners, and coming thus within the cate- 
gory of offences against others, may 
rightly he prohibited. Of this kind 
am offences • against decency ; on 
which it is unnecessary to dwell, the 
rather as .they are only connected in- 
directly with our subject, the objection 
to publicity being equally strong in the 
case of many actions not in themselves 
condemnable, nor supposed to be so. 

' There is another question to which 
an answer must Be ; found, consistent 
•with the principles which ' ha ve- been 
laid down. In cases ‘of ; personal con- 
duct; ‘supposed to be blameablo, but 
which .respect for liberty, precludes 
society from preventing or. punishing, 
because the evil directly resulting falls 
•wholly on the agent; what the agent 
is free to do, ought other persons to be 
•equally free to counsel or instigate? 
This question is not free- from difficulty. 
The case of a person who solicits a-n- 
•other to do an act, is not strictly a 
case of. self-regarding conduct. To 
give advice or offer inducements .to 
any one, is a social act, and may, 
therefore, like actions in general which 
• affect others,' he supposed amenable to 
social. control..: But a little reflection 
•corrects the first impression, by show- 
ing that if the.* case : is/.nofc strictly 
-within the definition; of individual 
•liberty, yet the reasons on- which the 
principle of individual liberty is 
grounded, are . .applicable to it. If 
^people must: be; allowed, in Whatever 
concerns only .’themselves, to- .act as 
«eem s best to themselves, at their own 
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peril, they must equally bo free to con* 
suit with one another about what i» 
fit to be so done ; to exchange opinions* 
and : give and receive suggestions. 
■Whatever it is permitted to do, it must 
he permitted to advise to do. The 
question is doubtful, only when the 
instigator derives a personal benefit 
from his advice ; when hejmakes it his 
occupation, for subsist ence or pecuniary 
gain, -to promote what society and the- 
State consider to be an evil. Then, 
indeed, a. new element of complication 
is introduced ; namely, the existence 
of classes of persons with an interest 
opposed to what is considered as the 
public weal, and whose ’mode of living 
is grounded on the counteraction of it.. 
Ought, this to be interfered with, or 
not ? Fornication, for example, must 
be tolerated, and so must gambling; 
but should a person - be free to be a 
pimp, or. to keep a gambling-house ? 
The ease is one of those which lie on 
the exact boundary line between two 
principles, and it is not at once appa- 
rent to which of the two it properly 
belongs.; , There are arguments on both 
sides. On the side of toleration it 
may be said, that the fact of following 
anything as an occupation, and living. 
Or. -profiting by the. practice of it, can- 
not make that criminal which would 
otherwise be admissible ; that the act 
should either be consistently permitted 
or, consistently prohibited ; that if the 
principles which we have hitherto de~ 
fended are true, society has no busi- 
ness,;^,? society, to decide anything to 
be.. Wrong which concerns only the in- 
dividual ; that it cannot go beyond 
dissuasion, and that one person should 
be as tree to persuade as another to 
dissuade. In opposition to this it may 
be contended, that although the public, 
or the State, are not warranted in 
authoritatively deciding, for purposes 
of repression or punishment, that such 
or such conduct affecting only the in- 
terests of the individual is good or bad* 
•they are fully justified in assuming, if 
they regard it as bad, that its being so 
or not is at least a disputable question . 
That, this being supposed, they cannot 
be acting wrongly in endeavouring to 
exclude the influence of solicitations 
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which are not disinterested, of instiga- 
tors who cannot possibly be impartial 
— who have a direct personal interest 
on one side, and that side the one 
which the State believes to he wrong, 
and who confessedly promote it for 
personal objects only. There can 
surely, it may be urged, be nothing 
lost, no sacrifice of good, by so ordering 
matters that persons shall make their 
election, cither \visely or foolishly, on 
their own prompting, as free as possi- 
ble from the arts of persons who stimu- 
late their inclinations for interested 
purposes of their own. Thus (it may 
be said) though the statutes respecting 
unlawful games are utterly indefensible 
— though all persons should be free to 
gamble in their own or each other’s 
houses, or in any place of meeting 
established by their own subscriptions, 
and open only to the members and 
their visitors — yet public gambling- 
houses should not he permitted. It is 
true that the prohibition is never 
effectual, and that, whatever amount 
of tyrannical power may he given to 
the police, gambling-houses can always 
be maintained under other pretences ; 
luff they may be compelled to conduct 
their operations with a certain degree 
of secrecy and mystery, so thaUnobody 
knows anything about them but those 
who seek them ; and more than this, 
society ought not to aim at. There is con- 
siderable force in t hese arguments. I will 
not venture to decide whether they are 
sufficient’ to justify the moral anomaly 
of . punishing the accessary, when 'tb'e 
principal is (and must be) allowed to 
go free ; of fining or imprisoning the 
procurer, hut not the fornicator— the 
gambling-house keeper, but not the 
gambler. Still less ought the common 
operations of buying and selling to be 
interfered with on .analogous grounds. 
Almost every article which is bought 
and sold may be, used in excess, and 
the sellers have a pecuniary interest 
in encouraging that excess ; but no 
argument can be founded on this, in 
favour, for instance, of the Maine 
Law ; because the class of dealers in 
strong drinks, though interested in 
their abuse; are indispensably required 
for the sake of their legitimate use. 


The interest, however, of these dealers- 
in promoting intemperance is a real 
evil, and justifies the State in imposing' 
restrictions and requiring guarantees- 
which, but for that justification, would 
be infringements of legitimate liberty. 

A further question is, whether the 
State, while it permits, should never- 
theless. indirectly discourage conduct 
which it deems contrary to the best in- 
terests of the agent; whether, fof 
example, it should take measures to 
render the means of drunkenness more 
costly, or add to the difficulty of pro- 
| curing them by limiting the number of 
the places of sale. On this as on most 
other practical questions, many dis- 
tinctions require to be made. To tax 
stimulants for the sole purpose of 
making them more difficult to he ob- 
tained, is a measure differing only in 
degree from their entire prohibition; 
and would be justifiable only if that 
were justifiable. Every increase of 
cost is a prohibition, to those whose 
means do not come up to the augmented 
price ; and to those who do, it is a 
penalty laid on them for gratifying 
a particular taste. Their choice of 
pleasures, and their mode of expending 
their income, after satisfying their 
legal and moral obligations to the 
State and to individuals', are their Owii 
concern, and must rest with their own 
judgment. These considerations may 
seem nt first sight to condemn the 
selection of stimulants as special 
subjects of taxation - for purposes of 
revenue. But it must be remembered 
that taxation for fiscal purposes is ab- 
solutely inevitable ; that in most coun- 
tries it is necessary that a considerable 
part of that taxation should be 1 in- * 
direct ; that the State, therefore, cant 
not help imposing penalties, which to 
some persons may be prohibitory, on 
the _ use of some articles of consumption. 

It is lienee the duty of the State to 
consider, in the imposition of taxes; 
what commodities the consumers cart 
best spare ; and & fortiori , to 1 select 
in preference those of which it deems- 
the use, beyond a very moderate quan- 
tity, to be positively injurious. Taxa- 
tion, therefore, of stimulants, up to the- 
point which produces the largest 
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amount of revenue (supposing that the 
State needs all the revenue. which it 
yields) is not only admissible, but to be 
approved of. 

The question of making the sale of 
these commodities a more or less ex- 
clusive privilege, must he answered 
differently, according to the purposes 
to which the restriction is intended to 
be subservient. All places of public 
resort require the restraint of a police, 
and places of this kind peculiarly, be- 
cause offences against society are espe- 
cially apt to originate there. It is, 
therefore, fit to confine the power of 
selling these commodities (at least for 
consumption on the spot) to persons of 
known or vouehed-for respectability of 
conduct ; to make such regulations re- 
specting hours of opening and closing 
as may be requisite for public surveil- 
lance, and to withdraw the licence if 
breaches of the peace repeatedly take 
place through the connivance or inca- 
pacity of the keeper of the house, or if 
it becomes a rendezvous for concocting 
and preparing offences against the law. 
Any further restriction I do not con- 
ceive to be, in principle, justifiable. 
The limitation in number, for instance, 
of beer and spirit houses, for the ex- 
press purpose of rendering them more 
difficult of access, and diminishing the 
occasions of temptation, not only ex- 
poses all to an inconvenience because 
there are some by whom the facility 
would be abused, but is suited only to 
a. state of society in which the labour- j 
ang classes are avowedly treated as 
children or savages, and placed under 
.an education of. restraint, to fit them 
for future' admission to the privileges 
of freedom. This is not the principle 
on which the labouring classes are pro- 
fessedly governed in any free country; 
and no person who sets due value on 
freedom will give his. adhesion to their 
being so governed, unless after all 
efforts have been exhausted to educate 
them for freedom and govern them as 
freemen, and it has been definitively 
proved that they can only be governed 
as children. The bare statement of the 
alternative shows the absurdity of sup- 
posing that such efforts have been 
made in any case which needs he con- 


sidered here. It is only because the 
institutions of this country are a mass 
of inconsistencies, that things find ad- 
mittance into our practice which belong 
to the system of despotic, or what is 
called paternal, government, while the 
general freedom of our institutions pre- 
cludes the exercise of the amount of con- 
trol necessary to render tfye restraint of 
any real efficacy as a moral education. 

It was pointed out in an early part 
of this Essay, that the liberty of the 
individual, in things wherein the indi- 
vidual is alone concerned, implies a 
corresponding liberty in any number of 
individuals to regulate by mutual agree- 
ment such things as regard them jointly, 
and regard no persons but themselves. 
This question presents no difficulty, so 
long as the will of all the persons im- 
plicated remains unaltered ; but since 
that will may change, it is often neces- 
sary, even in things in which they alone 
are concerned, that they should enter 
into engagements with one another* 
and when they do, it is fit, as a genera* 
rule, that those engagements should d® 
kept. . Yet, in the laws, probably, of 
every country, this general rule has some 
exceptions. Not only persons am not 
held to engagements which violate' the 
rights of third parties, hut it is some- 
times considered a sufficient reason for 
releasing them from an engagement, 
that it is injurious to themselves. In 
this and most other civilized countries, 
for example, an engagement by which 
a person should sell himself, or allow 
himself to he sold, as a slave, would he 
null and void ; neither enforced by law 
nor by opinion. The ground for thus 
limiting his power of voluntarily dis- 
posing of his own lot in life, is appa- 
rent, and is very clearly seen in this 
extreme case. The reason for not in- 
terfering, unless for the sake of others, 
with a person’s voluntary acts, is con- 
sideration for his liberty. His volun- 
tary choice is evidence that what he so 
chooses is desirable, or at the least en- 
durable, to him, and his good is on the 
whole best provided for by allowing him 
to take his own means of pursuing it. 
But by selling himself for a slave, he 
abdicates his liberty; he foregoes any 
future use of it beyond that single act 



APPLICATIONS. 


He therefore defeats, in his own ca.se, 
the very purpose which is the justifi- 
^.ttion ®f allowing him to dispose of 
himself. He is no longer free ; but is 
thenceforth in a position which has no 
longer the presumption in its favour, 
that would be afforded by his volun- 
tarily remaining in it. The principle 
of freedom cannot require that he should 
he free not to* be free. It is not free- 
dom, to be allowed to alienate his free- 
dom. These reasons, the force of which 
is so conspicuous in this peculiar case, 
are evidently of far wider application ; 
yet a - limit is everywhere set to them 
by the necessities of life, which con- 
tinually require, not indeed that we 
should resign our freedom, but that we 
should consent to this and the other 
limitation of it. The principle, how- 
ever, which demands uncontrolled free- 
dom of action in ail that concerns only 
the agents themselves, requires that 
those who have become bound to one 
another, in things which concern no 
third party, should be able to release 
one another from the engagement: 
and even without such voluntary re- 
lease, there are perhaps no contracts or 
engagements, except those that relate 
to money or money’s worth, of which 
vne can venture to say that there ought 
to be no liberty whatever of retracta- 
tion. Baron Wilhelm von Humboldt, 
in the excellent essay from which I 
have already quoted, states it as his 
conviction, that engagements which 
involve personal relations or services, 
should never be legally binding beyond 
a limited duration of time ; and that 
the most important of these engage- 
ments, marriage, having the peculiarity 
that its objects are frustrated unless the 
feelings of both the parties are in har- 
mony with it, should require nothing 
more than the declared wall of either 
party to dissolve it. This subject is too 
important, and too complicated, to be 
discussed in a parenthesis, and I touch 
an it only so far as is necessary for 
purposes of illustration. If the concise- 
ness and generality of Baron H umboldt’s 
dissertation had not obliged him in this 
instance to content himself with enun- 
ciating his conclusion without discuss- 
ing the premises, he would doubtless 
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have recognised that the question can- 
not he decided on grounds so simple 
as those to which lie confines himselC 
When a person, either by express pro- 
mise or by conduct, has encouraged* 
another to rely upon his continuing to 
act in a certain way — to build expecta- 
tions and calculations, and stake any 
part of his plan of life upon that sup- 
position — a new series of moral obliga- 
tions arises on his part towards that 
person, which may possibly be over- 
ruled, but cannot be ignored. And 
again, if the relation between two con- 
tracting parties has beer, followed by 
consequences to others ; if it has placed 
third parties in any peculiar position, 
or, as in the case of marriage, has even 
called third parties into existence, obli- 
gations arise on the part of both the 
contracting parties towards those third, 
persons, the fulfilment of which, or at 
all events the mode of fulfilment, must 
be greatly affected by the continuance 
or disruption of the relation between, 
the original parties to the contract. It 
does not follow, nor can I admit, that 
these obligations extend to requiring 
the fulfilment of the contract at all costs ... 
to the happiness of the reluctant party; 
but they are a necessary element in tho 
question ; and even if, as Von Humboldt 
maintains, they ought to make no dif- 
ference in the hgal freedom of tho 
parties to release themselves from the * 
engagement (and I also hold that they 
ought not to make much difference), 
they necessarily make a great difference 
in the moral freedom. A person is 
hound to take all these circumstances 
into account, before resolving on a step • 
which may affect such important inte- 
rests of others ; and if he does not allow 
proper weight to those interests, he is 
morally responsible for the wrong. I 
have made these obvious remarks for 
tho better illustration of the general 
principle of liber y, and not because 
they are at all needed on the particular 
question, which, on the contrary, igu 
usually discussed as if tho interest of 
children was everything, and that of 
grown persons nothing. 

I have already observed that, owing 
to the absence of any recognised gene- 
ral principles, liberty is often granted • 
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where It should he withheld, as well as 
withheld where it should he granted ; 
sand one of the cases In which, in the 
modern European world, the sentiment 
of liberty is the strongest, is a case 
where, In my view, it is altogether mis- 
placed. A person should be free to do 
as he likes in his own concerns ; hut he 
ought not to be free to do as he likes in 
acting for another, under the pretext 
that the affairs of the other are his own 
affairs. The State, while it respects 
the liberty of each in what specially re- 
gards himself, is bound to maintain a 
vigilant control over his exercise of any 
power which it allows him to possess 
over others. Tin* s obligation is almost 
•entirely disregarded in the case of the 
family relations, a case, in its direct 
influence on human happiness, more im- 
portant than all others taken together. 
The almost despotic power of hus- 
bands over wives needs not he enlarged 
upon here, because nothing more is 
needed for the complete removal of the 
evil, than that wives should have the 
same rights, and should receive* the 
protection of law in the same manner, 
as all other persons ; and because, on 
this subject, the defenders of established 
injustice do not avail themselves of 
the plea of liberty, but stand forth 
openly as the champions of power. It 
is in the case of children, that misap- 
plied notions of liberty are a real ob- 
stacle to the fulfilment by the State of 
its duties. One would almost think 
that a man’s children were supposed to 
ne literally, and not metaphorically, a 
part of himself, so jealous is opinion of 
the smallest interference of law with 
his absolute and exclusive control over 
them ; more jealous than of almost any 
Interference with liis own freedom of 
•action: so much less do the generality 
of mankind value liberty than power. 
Consider, for example, the case of edu- 
cation! Is it not almost a self-evident 
axiom, that the State should require 
and compel the education, up to a cer- 
tain standard, of every human being 
who is lorn its citizen? Yet who is 
there that is not afraid to recognise 
and assert this truth ? Hardly any one 
indeed will deny that it is one of the 
most sacred duties of the parents tor 


as law and usage now stand, the 
father), after summoning a human be- 
ing into the world, to give to that be- 
ing an education fitting him to perform 
his part well in life towards; others and 
towards himself. But while this is 
unanimously declared to be the father’s 
duty, scarcely anybody, in this coun- 
try, will bear to hear of obliging him 
to perform it. Instead of liis being 
required to make any exertion or sacri- 
fice for securing education to his child, 
if is left to his choice to accept it or 
not when it is provided gratis ! It 
still remains unrecognised, that to 
bring a child into existence without a 
fair, prospect of being able, not only to 
provide food for its body, but instruc- 
tion and training for its mind, is a 
moral crime, both against the unfortu- 
nate offspring and against society; and 
that if the parent does not fulfil this 
obligation, the State ought to see it 
fulfilled, at the charge, as far as possi- 
ble, of the parent. 

Were the duty of enforcing Universal 
education once admitted, there would 
be an end to the difficulties about 
wbat the State should teach, and how 
it should teach, which now convert the 
subject into a mere battle field for 
sects and parties, causing the time and 
labour which should have been spent 
in educating, to be wasted in quarrel- 
ling about education. If the govern- 
ment would make up Its mind to re- 
quire for every child a good education, 
it might save itself the trouble of pro- 
viding one. It might leave to parents 
to obtain the education where and 
how they pleased* and content itself 
with helping to pay the school fees of 
the poorer classes of children, and de- 
fraying the entire school expenses of 
those who have no one else to pay for 
them. The objections which aije 
urged with reason against State educa- 
tion, do not apply to the enforcement 
of education by the State, but to the 
State’s taking upon itself to direct 
that education : .which is a totally dif- 
ferent thing. That the whole or any 
large part of the education of the peo- 
ple should be in State hands I go as 
far as any one in deprecating. AI? 
that has been said of the importance ot 
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individuality of character, an cl diversity 
in opinions and modes of conduct, in- 
volves, as of the same unspeakable im- 
portance, diversity of education. A 
general State education is a mere con- 
trivance for moulding people to be ex- 
actly like one another : and as the 
mould in which it casts them is that 
which pleases the predominant power 
in the government, whether this he a 
monarch, a priesthood, an aristocracy, 
or the majority of the existing genera- 
tion ; in proportion as it is efficient and 
successful, it establishes a despotism, 
over the mind, leading by natural ten- 
dency to one over tlie body. An edu- 
cation established and controlled by 
the State should only exist, if it exist 
at all, as one among many competing 
experiments, carried on for the purpose 
of example and stimulus, to -keep the 
others up to a certain standard of ex- 
cellence. Unless, indeed, when society 
in general is in so backward a state 
that it could not of would not provide 
for itself any proper institutions of edu- 
cation, unless the government under- 
took the task : then, indeed, the govern- 
ment may, as the less of two great 
evils, take upon itself the business 
•of schools and universities, as it may 
that of joint stock companies, when 
private enterprise, in a shape fitted for 
undertaking great works of industry, 
does not exist in the country. But in 
general, if the country contains, a suffi- 
cient number of persons qualified to 
provide education under government 
auspices, the same persons would be 
able and willing to give an equally 
good education on tlie voluntary prin- 
ciple, under the assurance of remune- 
ration afforded by a law rendering edu- 
cation compulsory, combined with State 
aid to those unable to defray the ex- 
pense. ' 

The instrument for enforcing the 
law could he no other than public ex- 
aminations, extending to all children, 
and beginning at an early age. An 
.age might be fixed at which every 
child must be examined, to ascertain 
if he (<>r she) is able to read. If a 
child proves unable, the father, unless 
lie has some sufficient ground of ex- 
cuse, might be subjected to & moderate 


fine, to be worked out, if necessary, by 
his labour, and the child might be put 
to school at bis expense. Once in 
every year the examination should he 
renewed, with a gradually extending 
range of subjects, so as to make the 
universal acquisition, and what is roore,^ 
retention, of a certain minimum of 
general knowledge, virtually compul- 
sory. Beyond that minimum, there 
should be voluntary examinations of 
all subjects, at which all who come up 
to a certain standard of proficiency 
might claim a certificate. To prevent 
the State from exercising, through these 
arrangements, an improper influence 
over opinion, the knowledge required 
for passing an examination (beyond 
the merely instrumental parts of 
knowledge,; such as languages and 
their ;use) should, even in the higher 
classes of examinations, be confined to 
facts and positive science ^exclusively. 
The examinations on religion, politics, 
or other disputed topics, should not 
turn on the truth or falsehood of 
opinions, hut on the matter of fact that 
such and such an opinion is held, on 
such grounds, by such authors, or 
schools, or churches. Under this sys- 
tem, the rising generation would he no 
worse off in regard to all disputed 
truths, than they are at present ; they 
would be brought up either churchmen 
or dissenters as they now are, the 
State merely taking care that they 
should be instructed churchmen, or in- 
structed dissenters. There would be 
nothing to hinder them -from being 
taught religion, if their parents chose, 
at the same schools where they were 
taught other things. All attempts by 
the State to bias the conclu-ions of its 
citizens on disputed subjects, are evil ; 
but it may very properly offer to ascer- 
tain and certify that a person possesses 
the knowledge, requisite to make his 
conclusions, on any given' subject, 
worth attending to. A student of 
hilosopby would be the better .for 
eing able to stand an examination both 
in Locke and in Kant, whichever of the 
two lie takes up with, or even if with 
neither: and there is no reasonable 
objection to examining an atheist in 
the evidences of Christianity, provided 
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he is not required to profess a belief in 
them. The examinations, however, 
in the higher branches of knowledge 
should, 1 conceive, be entirely volun- 
tary. It would be giving too dangerous 
a power to governments, were they 
allowed to exclude any one from pro- 
fessions, even from the profession of 
teacher, for alleged deficiency of quali- 
fications : and I think, with Wilhelm 
von Humboldt, that degrees, or other 
public certificates of scientific or pro- 
fessional acquirements, should be given 
to all who present themselves for 
examination, and stand the test ; but 
that such certificates should confer no 
advantage over competitors, other than 
the. weight which may be attached to 
their testimony by public opinion. 

It is not in the matter of education 
only, that misplaced notions of liberty 
prevent moral obligations on the part 
of parents from being recognised, and 
legal obligations from being imposed, 
where there are the strongest grounds 
for the former always, and in many 
cases for the latter also. The fact 
itself, of causing the existence of a 
human being, is one of the most re- 
sponsible actions in the range of human 
life. To undertake this responsibility — 
to bestow a life which may be either 
a curse or a blessing — unless the being 
on whom it is to be bestowed will have 
at least the ordinary chances of a de- 
sirable existence, is a crime against 
that being. And in a country either 
over-peopled, or threatened with being 
so, to produce children, beyond a very 
small number, with the effect of reduc- 
ing the reward of labour by their com- 
petition, is a serious offence against all 
who live by the remuneration of their 
labour. The laws which, in many 
countries on the Continent, forbid 
marriage unless the parties can show 
that they have the means of support- 
ing a family, do not exceed the legiti- 
mate powers of the State ; and whether 
such laws be expedient or not (a ques- 
tion mainly dependent on local circum- 
stances and feelings), they are not ob- 
iectionable as violations of liberty. Such 
laws are interferences of the State to 
prohibit a mischievous act — an act in- 
jurious to others, which ought to be 


a subject of reprobation, and social 
stigma, even when it is not deemed 
expedient to superadd legal punish- 
ment. Yet the current ideas of liberty, 
which bend so easily to real infringe- 
ments pf the freedom of the indi- 
vidual in things winch concern only 
himself, would repel the attempt to 
put any restraint upon his inclinations 
when the consequence of their indul- 
gence is a life or lives of wretched- 
ness and. depravity to the offspring, 
with. manifold evils to those sufficiently 
within reach to be in any way affected 
by their actions. 'When we compare 
the strange respect of mankind for 
liberty, with their strange want of re- 
spect for it, we might imagine that a 
man had an indispensable right to do 
harm to others, and no right at all to 
please himself without giving pain to 
any one. 

I have reserved for the last place 
a large class of questions respecting 
the. limits of government interference, 
which, though closely connected with 
the. subject of this Essay, do not, in 
strictness, belong to it. These are 
cases, in which the reasons against 
interference do not turn upon the 
principle of liberty : the question is 
not. about restraining the actions of 
individuals, hut about helping them : 
it is asked wffiether the government 
should do, or cause to be done, some- 
thing for their benefit, instead of 
leaving it to be done by themselves, 
individually or in voluntary combina- 
tion. 

The objections to government inter- 
ference, when it is not such as to in. 
volve infringement of liberty, may be 
of three kinds. 

The. first is, when the tiling to be 
done is likely to he better done by 
individuals than by the government* 
Speaking generally, there is no one so. 
fit to conduct any business, or to de- 
termine bow or by whom it shall be- 
conducted, as those who are person- 
ally interested in it. This principle 
condemns the interferences, once so 
common, of tne legislature, or the- 
officers of government, with the ordi- 
nary processes of industry. But this- 
part of the subject has been sufficiently 
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enlarged upon by political economists, 
and is not particularly related to tbe 
principles of this Essay. ^ 

Tbe second objection is more nearly 
allied to our subject. In many cases, 
though individuals may not do the 
particular thing so well, on the average, 
as the officers of government, it is 
nevertheless desirable that it should be 
done by theftn, rather than by tbe 
government, as a means to tbeir own 
mental education — a mode of strength- 
ening their active faculties, exercising 
their judgment, and giving thein a 
familiar knowledge of the subjects with 
which they are thus left to deal. This 
is a principal, though not the sole, re- 
commendation ofjurv trial (in cases not 
political) ; of free and popular local and 
municipal institutions; of the conduct of 
industrial and philanthropic enterprises 
by voluntary associations. These are not 
questions of liberty, and are connected 
with that subject only by remote ten- 
dencies ; but they are questions of 
development. It belongs to a different 
occasion from the present to dwell on 
these things as parts of national educa- 
tion ; as being, in truth, the peculiar 
training of a citizen, the practical part 
of the political education of a free 
people, taking them out of the narrow 
circle of personal and family selfishness, 
and accustoming them to the compre- 
hension of joint interests, the manage- 
ment of joint concerns — habituating 
them to act from public or semi-public 
motives, and guide their conduct by 
aims which unite instead of isolating 
them from one another. Without these 
habits and powers, a free constitution 
can neither be worked nor preserved ; 
as is exemplified by tbe too-often tran- 
sitory nature of political freedom in 
countries where it does not rest upon a 
sufficient basis of local liberties. The 
management of purely local business by 
tbe localities, and of the great enter- 
prises of industry by the union of those 
who voluntarily supply the pecuniary- 
means, is further recommended by all 
tbe advantages which have been set 
forth in this Essay as belonging to 
individuality of development, and di- 
versity of modes of action. Govern- 
ment operations tend to be everywhere 
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alike. With individuals and volun- 
tary associations,, on the . contrary, 
there are varied experiments, and 
endless diversity of experience. What 
the State can usefully do is to make 
itself a central depository, and active 
circulator and diffuser, of the experi- 
ence resulting from many trials. Its 
business is to enable each experi- 
mentalist to benefit by the experiments 
of others ; instead of tolerating no ex- 
periments but its own. 

The third, and most cogent reason 
for restricting the interference of 
government, is the great evil of add- 
ing unnecessarily to its power. Every 
function superadded to those already 
exercised by tbe government, causes 
its influence over hopes and fears to be 
more widely diffused, and converts, 
more and more, the active and am- 
bitious part of the public into hangers- 
on of the government, or of some party 
which aims at becoming tbe govern- 
ment. If the roads, the railways, the 
banks, the insurance offices, the great 
joint-stock companies, the universities, 
and the public charities, were all of 
them branches of the government ; if, 
in addition, the municipal corporations 
and local boards, with all that now de- 
volves on them, became departments 
of the central administration; if the 
employes of all these different enter- 
prises were appointed and paid by the 
government, and looked to the govern- 
ment for every rise in life ; not all the 
freedom of the press and popular con- 
stitution of the legislature would make 
this or any other country free other- 
wise than in name. And the evil 
would be greater, the more efficiently 
and scientifically the administrative 
machinery was constructed —the more 
skilful the arrangements for obtaining 
the best qualified hands and heads 
with which to work it. In England 
it has of late been proposed that all 
the members of the civil service of 
government should be selected by com- 
petitive examination, to obtain for those 
employments the most intelligent and 
instructed persons procurable; and 
much has been said and written for 
and against this proposal. One of the 
arguments most insisted on by its op . 
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ponents, is that the occupation of a 
ermanent official servant of the State 
oes not hold out sufficient prospects 
of emolument and importance to at- 
tract the highest talents, which ^ will 
always be able to find a more invitmg 
career in the professions, or in the service 
of companies and other public bodies. 
One would not have been surprised if 
this argument had been used by the 
friends of the proposition, as an answer 
to its principal difficulty. Coming 
from the opponents it is strange 
enough. What is urged as an objec- 
tion is the safety-valve of the proposed 
system. If indeed all the high talent 
of the country could be drawn into 
the service of the government, a pro- 
posal tending to bring about that result 
might well inspire uneasiness. If 
every part of the business of society 
which required organized concert, or 
large and comprehensive views, were 
in the hands of the government, and 
if government offices were universally 
filled by the ablest men, all tbe en- 
larged culture and practised intelli- 
gence in the country, except the'purely 
speculative, would be concentrated in 
a numerous bureaucracy, to whom 
alone tbe rest of the community would 
look for all things : the multitude for 
direction and dictation in all they had 
to do ; the able and aspiring for per- 
sonal advancement. To be admitted 
into the ranks of this bureaucracy, and 
when admitted, to rise therein, would 
be tbe sole objects of ambition. Under 
this regime, not only is the outside 
public ill-qualified, for want of practical 
experience, to criticise or check the 
mode of operation of the bureaucracy, 
but even if tbe accidents of despotic 
or the natural working of popular in- 
stitutions occasionally raise to the 
summit a ruler or rulers of reforming 
inclinations, no reform can he effected 
which is contrary to the interest of tbe 
bureaucracy. Such is the melancholy 
condition of the Russian empire, as 
shown in the accounts of those who 
have had sufficient opportunity of ob- 
servation. The Czar himself is power- 
less against the bureaucratic body ; he 
can send any one of them to Siberia, 
but he cannot govern without them, or 


against their will. On every decree of 
his they have a tacit veto, by merely 
refraining from carrying it into effect. 
In countries of more advanced civili- 
zation and of a more insurrectionary 
spirit, the public, accustomed to expect 
everything to be done for them by the 
State,' or at least to do nothing for 
themselves without asking from the 
State not only leave to do it, but even 
bow it is to be done, naturally hold the 
State responsible for all evil which 
befals them, and when the evil exceeds 
their amount of patience, they rise 
against the government, and make 
what is called a revolution ; whereupon 
somebody else, with or without legiti- 
mate authority from the nation, vaults 
into the seat, issues his orders to the 
bureaucracy, and everything goes on 
much as it did before ; the bureau- 
cracy being unchanged, and nobody 
else being capable of taking their 
place. 

A very different spectacle is ex- 
hibited among a people accustomed to 
transact their own business. In France, 
a large part of the people having been 
engaged in military service, many of 
whom have held at least the rank of 
non-commissioned officers, ^ there are 
in evejy popular insurrection several 
persons competent to take the lead, 
and improvise some tolerable plan of 
action. What the French are in 
military affairs, the Americans are in 
every kind of civil business ; let them 
be left without a government, ^ every 
body of Americans is able to impro- 
vise one, and to carry on that or an y 
other public business with a sufficient 
amount of intelligence, order, and de- 
cision. This is what every free people 
ought to be : and a people capable 
of this is certain to he free ; it will 
never let itself be enslaved by any 
man or body of men because these are 
able to seize and pull the reins of the 
central administration. No bureau- 
cracy can hope to make such a people 
as this do or undergo anything that 
they do not like. But where erery- 
thing is done through the bureau- 
cracy, nothing .to which the bureau- 
cracy is really adverse can he done at 
all. The constitution of such conn- 



APPLICATIONS. «T 


tries is an organisation of tlie experi- 
ence and practical ability of tlie nation, 
into a disciplined body for tlie purpose 
of governing tbe rest ; and the more 
perfect that organization is in itself, 
tbe more successful in drawing to itself 
and educating for itself the persons of 
greatest capacity from all ranks of 
tbe community, tbe more complete is 
tbe bondage of all, tbe members of 
tbe bureaucracy included. For tbe 
governors are as much tbe slaves of 
tbeir organization and discipline, as 
tbe governed are of tbe governors. A 
Chinese mandarin is as mucb tbe tool 
and creature of a despotism as tbe 
humblest cultivator. An individual 
Jesuit is to tbe utmost degree of abase- 
ment tbe slave of bis order, though tbe 
order itself exists for the collective 
power and importance of its members. 

It is not, also, to be forgotten, that 
the absorption of all tbe principal 
ability of tbe country into tbe govern- 
ing body is fatal, sooner or later, to tbe 
mental activity and progressiveness of 
the body itself. Banded together as 
they are- ^working a system which, 
like all systems, necessarily proceeds 
in a great measure by fixed rules — tbe 
official body are under tbe constant 
temptation of sinking into indolent 
routine, or, if they now and then desert 
that mill-borse rcund, of rushing into 
some half-examined crudity which has 
struck tbe fancy of some leading mem- 
ber of the corps : and tbe sole check to 
these closely allied, though seemingly 
opposite, tendencies, tbe only stimulus 
which can keep the ability of tbe body 
itself up to a high standard, is liability 
to tbe watchful criticism of equal 
ability outside tbe body. It is indis- 
pensable, therefore, that tbe means 
should exist, independently of tbe 
government, of forming such ability, 
and furnishing it with tbe opportuni- 
ties and experience necessary for a 
correct judgment of great practical 
affairs. If we would possess perma- 
nently a skilful and efficient body of 
functionaries— above all, a body able 
to originate and willing to adopt im- 
rovements ; if we would not have our 
ureaucracy degenerate into a pedanto- 
cracy, this body must not engross all 


tbe occupations which form and culti- 
vate tbe faculties required for tbe 
government of mankind. 

To determine tbe point at which 
evils, so formidable to human freedom 
and advancement, begin, or rather at 
which they begin to predominate over 
tbe benefits attending tbe collective 
application of tbe force of society, un- 
der its recognised chiefs, for the re- 
moval of tbe obstacles which stand in 
tbe way of its well-being ; to secure as 
mucb of tbe advantages of centralized 
power and intelligence, as can be bad 
without turning into governmental 
channels too great a proportion of tbe 
general activity — is one of tbe most 
difficult and complicated questions in 
tbe art of government. It is, in a great 
measure, a question of detail, in which 
many and various considerations must 
be kept in view, and no absolute rule 
can be laid down. But I believe that 
tbe practical principle in which safety 
resides, tbe ideal to be kept in view, 
tbe standard by which to test all ar- 
rangements intended for overcoming 
the difficulty, may be conveyed in these 
words: tbe greatest dissemination of 
power consistent with efficiency; but 
the greatest possible centralization of 
information, and diffusion of it from tbe 
centre. Thus, in municipal adminis- 
tration, there would be, as in tbe New 
England States, a very minute division 
among separate officers, chosen by the 
localities, of all business which is not 
better left to tbe persons directly inte- 
rested; bnt besides this, there would 
be, in each department of local affaire, 
a central superintendence, forming a 
branch of tbe general government. The 
organ of this superintendence would 
concentrate, as in a focus, tbe variety 
of information and experience derived 
from tbe conduct of that branch of 
public business in all tbe localities, 
from everything analogous which is 
done in foreign countries, and from tbe 
general principles of political science. 
This central organ should have a right 
to know all that is done, and its special 
duty should be that of making tbe 
knowledge acquired in one place avail- 
able for others. Emancipated from tbe 
petty prejudices and narrow views of a 
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.locality by its elevated position and 
comprehensive sphere of observation, its 
advice would naturally carry much au- 
thority; but its actual power, as a per- 
manent institution, should, I conceive, 
he limited to compelling the local of- 
fleers to obey the laws laid down for 
their guidance. In all things not pro- 
vided for by general rules, those officers 
. should be left to their own judgment, 
under responsibility to their constitu- 
ents. For the violation of rules, they 
should he responsible to law, and the 
rules themselves should be laid down 
by the legislature; the central admi- 
nistrative authority only watching over 
their execution, and it they were not 
properly carried into effect, appealing, 
according to the nature of the case, to 
the tribunals to enforce the law, or to 
the constituencies to dismiss the func- 
tionaries who had not executed it ac- 
cording to its spirit. Such, in its ge- 
neral conception, is the central super- 
intendence which the Poor Law Board 
is intended to exercise over the admi- 
nistrators of the Poor Rate throughout 
the country. Whatever _ powers the 

Board exercises beyond this limit, were 
right and necessary in that peculiar 
case, for the cure of rooted habits of 
maladministration in matters deeply 
affecting not the localities merely, but 
the whole community; since no locality 
has a moral right to make itself by 
mismanagement a nest of pauperism, 
necessarily overflowing into other loca- 
lities, and impairing the moral and 
physical condition of the whole labour- 
ing community. The powers of admi- 
nistrative coercion and subordinate le- 
gislation possessed by the Poor Law 


Board (hut which, owing to the slate 
of opinion on ‘the subject, are very 
scantily exercised by them), though 
perfectly justifiable in a case of first- 
rate national interest, would be wholly 
out of place in the superintendence of 
interests purely local. But a central 
organ of information and instruction 
for all the localities, would be equally 
valuable in all departments of adminis- 
tration. A government cannot have 
too much of the kind of activity which 
does not impede, but aids and stimulates, 
individual exertion and development. 
The mischief begins when, instead of 
calling forth the activity and powers of 
individuals and bodies, it substitutes its 
own activity for theirs ; when, instead 
of informing, advising, and, upon occa- 
sion, denouncing, it makes them work 
in fetters, or bids them stand aside and 
does their work instead of them. The 
worth of a State, in the long ruiq is 
the worth of the individuals composing 
it ; and a State which postpones the 
interests of their mental expansion and 
elevation, to a little more of adminis- 
trative skill, or of that semblance of it 
which practice gives, in the details of 
business; a State which dwarfs its 
men, in order that they may be more 
docil^ instruments ,in its hands even 
for beneficial purposes — will find that 
with small men no great thing can 
really be accomplished ; and ^ that the 
perfection of machinery to which it has 
sacrificed everything, will in the end 
avail it nothing, for want, of the vital 
power which, in order that the machine 
might work more smoothly, it has pre- 
ferred to banish. 


THE END. 



